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Praise for The Persians:

‘A sweeping and irreverent tale’

BBC

‘A richly textured, sometimes tragic novel that’s enormously entertaining’

The Times

‘A novel full of outrageous laughter, retaining its ﬁre even in tender moments, and relishing the challenge of locating beauty and complexity within outright gaudiness … life-afﬁrming’

Observer

‘A big and bubbly novel that sets out to complicate simplistic narratives about migration while keeping a twinkle in its eye’

Daily Mail

‘Mahloudji writes with a wisdom and conﬁdence rarely seen in a debut … Multigenerational stories of family anguish and upheaval remain as popular as ever, from … Min Jin Lee’s Pachinko and Elif Shafak’s stunning exploration of generational trauma, The Island of Missing Trees. The Persians earns a place alongside these heavyweights’

Guardian

‘In an absorbing sixty-year narrative … ﬁve women from the same Iranian dynasty grapple with identity, family, power, politics and loyalty. The Persians is as exuberant as it is sharp’

¡News

‘An emotionally insightful look at the lives of ﬁve Iranian women. Larger-than-life characters all, they leap off the page in a novel bursting with grudges, gossip and complex personal dynamics’

The Mail on Sunday

‘A fascinating insight into the Iranian immigrant experience in America’

The Scotsman

‘A sumptuous family saga … it is unputdownable and replete with brilliant observations – an undoubtedly assured debut novel’

Harper’s Bazaar

‘The characterisation in this novel and the writer’s ability to separate and distinguish between so many voices but immerse the reader into their stories is brilliant’

Stylist

‘A novel as big and bold as its characters … this is a darkly funny read about mothers and daughters, love and loss, and being true to yourself’

Red Magazine

‘Mahloudji’s saga is thoroughly refreshing, and sandwiches serious reﬂections on the impact of the choice to leave or stay on successive generations between thick slabs of black humour’

Financial Times

‘A magniﬁcent and sophisticated novel. I lapped up its wonderful characterisations, profound insights and vivacious prose’

BERNARDINE EVARISTO, author of Girl, Woman, Other

‘A wonderful multi-generational family drama with characters you really care about. I’m still thinking about them now. I enjoyed it enormously’

MARIAN KEYES, author of My Favourite Mistake

‘This polyphonic novel is brimming with larger-than-life characters from a fallen Iranian dynasty absconded to comparatively grotty America. Rich in Persian history and old-world glamour, while at the same time depicting modern life across two nations, it’s funny, gutsy and conﬁdently written using shifting voices and modes of storytelling. An outstanding debut’

DIANA EVANS, 2025 Women’s Prize for Fiction Judge

‘I found myself lost in this beautifully written novel and laughing as much as I wept’

PIPPA EVANS, 2025 Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse Prize for Comic Fiction Judge

‘It’s impossible to overstate how much I loved The Persians. Funny, sharp and insightful – a triumph’

LAUREN LAVERNE

‘A mesmerising debut that reminds us that our past travels with us, and that our actions and inactions reverberate down the generations. Gorgeously written, with a sharp ear for dialogue, a ﬂair for the comic and characters that dance off the page and into your heart’

MONICA ALI, author of Love Marriage

‘The Persians is exuberant, whip-smart, infused with melancholy, tragicomic, huge-hearted and sharp-toothed – like the proud Valiat sisters, aunts, mothers and nieces who populate its pages. Seventy years of Iranian and diaspora history are the backdrop to this swirling portrait of an émigré family, glinting with read-out-loud sentences. A joy of a debut novel by the real deal’

DAVID MITCHELL, author of Cloud Atlas

‘An ambitious, glorious feat. Five women’s voices become one irresistible whole in this darkly funny, richly satisfying, wonderful debut’

SARAH WINMAN, author of Still Life

‘At once funny and profound, sprawling and personal, The Persians questions history’s grip on our lives – is it possible to free ourselves from the past, and do we even want to?’

TASH AW, author of The South

‘A captivating family saga, equally tragic and comic, The Persians is an unforgettable read with complex, chaotic characters you can’t help but love’

JOSIE FERGUSON, author of The Silence In Between

‘Half outrageous, compulsive and shameless; half tender, loving and funny: The Persians is a very brilliant, very special book’

JESSICA STANLEY, author of Consider Yourself Kissed

‘The Persians is exuberant, comic and perceptive. I fell in love with the women of the Valiat family and won’t soon forget them’

AMINA CAIN, author of Indelicacy

‘A witty and deeply absorbing saga of a family whose fate is intertwined with modern Iran’s … These ﬁve ﬁerce, passionate, wounded women are at once tragic and hilarious, each voice meticulously crafted and singularly true’

DINA NAYERI, author of Who Gets Believed?

‘An irresistible novel about a singular, yet wholly recognisable, family … full of so much love and longing it took my breath away’

EDAN LEPUCKI, author of California





Dedication

For my daughters





Epigraph

All the insouciance, all the gaiety is a bluff.

—Jean Rhys, Good Morning, Midnight
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I

A SECOND FACE





BITA

FOR A WEEK IT was a nonstop party of drugs and cartoons until an hour ago when I bailed my Auntie Shirin out of the Aspen jail after her arrest for attempted prostitution.

In the white Suburban taxi that bulldozed across the uneven snowy roads, she poked her head out the backseat window, avoiding my questions. Finally, she turned around, her cheeks pink and alive, and yelled in Persian for me to stop meddling: “Foozooli nakon!”

Back at our hotel, Auntie Shirin marched down the third-floor hallway in her five-inch-heel over-the-knee boots. She passed 3E without slowing down. “Not dealing with Houman’s kumbaya shit. Bita, my dear, my joon, I’m staying with you.”

I hovered the key card over the lock, and my door opened.

Thirty minutes later she walked out of my bathroom wearing a big white hotel robe, and a towel around her head. The steam rolling out the door smelled of sweet chemicals.

Shirin removed the towel and shook out her hair. She lay face down on the king bed, on top of the cloudlike duvet. We’d dubbed my room Club 3M. Me, her son Mo, and all the dipshit kids of our parents’ friends. They made mine the party room not because I was the life of the party but more the opposite—after Mom died last year we’d skipped the trip and could I really get into the spirit without a shove? For eleven years straight, since 1994, our friends and family had flown to Aspen from New York, L.A., and Houston, as if 1979 and the Islamic Revolution hadn’t happened. As if we were still the most important families in Iran, descended from the great ancient lines, although this was America and nobody cared. The locals hated us. Not openly, but they did. I imagined them like that Pace Picante commercial, cowboys mumbling “Get a rope” when they saw us in all black, buying a thousand dollars’ worth of caviar and champagne at the mom-and-pop market.

“Bita joon, fetch me a Fiji and a Marlboro Light.” Auntie Shirin turned her head to the side, her cheek against the white pillow. She raised her arm and pinched at the air. “Be a good girl and do as your auntie says.”

“Okay, sure,” I said and rolled my eyes.

In Iran, before 1979, Auntie Shirin had chauffeurs and servants. Once she said to me, without an ounce of self-reflection, “Bita, even the chauffeurs talked about overthrowing the king. They drove me to the marches. They hated the Pahlavis nearly as much as me.”

Her thick, dark hair splayed out across the white sheets, like ink spilling out on paper. She was a mess and I hated her and I loved her too.

I pulled a cool blue bottle from the minibar and got a cigarette out of the pack in my poofy ski jacket, stuck it in my mouth and lit it on a matchbook from the Caribou Club. The printed gold antlers of the muscular animal rose up in silhouette on the black cardboard. This was the club where my aunt was arrested for attempted prostitution. I inhaled deeply from the cigarette, watching the salt-and-pepper tip turn red, before passing it to Shirin.

“Here you go,” I said, blowing out the first smoke.

“Good girl,” Auntie Shirin said.

She brought it to her face, her deep maroon nails sparkling. She looked to the bedside table as if to say, Put the water there. So I did.

It was four a.m. and I was no longer high. Or drunk. Just tired and annoyed. I’d bailed Shirin out for ten thousand dollars and all she’d said when the cop brought her barefoot to the empty waiting area was “Thank you, Bita joon” and “I knew you’d answer. What a damn genius I was to call you first, my little lawyer-in-training. That was good practice for you. Houman would be going up the wall.”

Then the cop handed me a large plastic bag of her belongings along with her boots, which even he knew better than to stuff in with her purse.

Now on her back, Auntie Shirin lay like a puddle soaking into the ground. The smoke rose from her lips. “Don’t you dare knock on his door,” she said, meaning her husband passed out in another room along the third floor.

I sat down in the tufted floral armchair next to the bed. On the TV, the newsman stood in a blizzard of white snow, in his black coat, breathing out white air. I pressed mute.

“They treated me like a common criminal. I’m disgusted,” Auntie Shirin said and filled her throat again with smoke.

“Did they read you your rights? They search you?” I asked.

“Are you kidding? A horrible slob stuck her hand in my ass. I’m going to sue them, you know.”

“Why don’t we just focus on getting the charges dropped, Auntie? This isn’t a joke—do you want a criminal record? Prison time? These charges can be serious. Think about your business—you’re the face of Valiat Events, aren’t you?” My voice grew high and slightly shaky.

She widened her eyes, ash building on her cigarette. “Mashallah, Bita,” she said. “For an Ivy League law student, you’re pretty fucking wimpy.”

I looked away at the silent TV, the news always on. It was pretty hypocritical that she invoked allah, given that nobody in our circle actually thought of ourselves as Muslim. Although some ancestor once made the Hajj, circled that big black box and was known for doing so.

“You owe me,” I said. “I could have left you shivering on a vinyl mattress until all the Persians came in and roasted you like a marshmallow.”

“Attagirl,” she said and smiled.

I rolled my eyes. “You’re a jerk, Auntie. This is bad, even for you. At least you didn’t go through with it. Right?” I pictured Shirin under a big blob of man, giving herself to him. “How did this even happen? Didn’t he approach you? I don’t get it.”

“That pig. That stupid officer fuckface posing as a Dallas playboy,” Auntie Shirin said, as she ashed her cigarette onto the floor.

“Do you think they targeted you?”

“For what? Being beautiful?”

I laughed and shook my head. “People from Iran are always a menace. One day we are hostage takers and hairy terrorists, the next we are a nuclear threat or a woman of ill repute.”

She stared at me, daring me to continue, but I said nothing.

“He said, ‘Baby, be my Cleopatra for the night. I want to be your sheik.’ I’ve had it up to here with that shit. So I said, ‘Okay, honey, I can be your Princess Jasmine, but it’s gonna cost you. Gimme fifty Gs.’ Bastard.” Shirin narrowed her eyes, her oily black lashes folding together.

I laughed. “Where did you come up with that amount?”

“I’m worth twice that at least,” she said. She stretched her arms out in a yawn, pushing against the headboard with her cigarette hand.

“Watch it,” I said. Ash scattered behind her head.

Auntie Shirin dropped her cigarette into the bottle full of water. “They’re so uneducated,” she said. “Everyone’s a fucking Arab. They don’t know anything about the Persians, that we were the greatest civilization on Earth. Let alone that our family in particular is something to behold. So then he said, ‘Okay, baby, just walk with me to the ATM.’ I’m no idiot. I know an ATM isn’t going to give you that kind of money. So I said, ‘You’re full of shit.’ He took out a checkbook and wrote me a check and gave me his entire wallet as collateral. I was going to do it, you know.”

“It was a trap,” I said. “But you’re right. All they saw was woman with dark skin.”

“What dark skin?” She looked at one arm and then the other. “No, no.”

“Oh please,” I said.

“This guy just wanted to humiliate me. He hates beautiful women.”

I scanned the dining table. Ketel One, a mirror taken from the wall, rolled-up dollar bills, Gore-Tex gloves, torn-up ski passes with mangled wires, green soy sauce packets and used chopsticks from Sushi Olé. On the carpet, the shiny hard shells of kicked-off ski boots. Black-on-black Prada shopping bags. Half-drunk Fijis, red-lipstick-kissed necks.

“And those opium-smoking dumbasses,” Shirin continued. “They won’t find out. Let them play their silly games.”

She meant the men, like her husband, Houman, and my dad, Teymour, who sat playing cards at their round table covered in green felt brought rolled up in someone’s luggage. In their room, the air would smell of mixed smoke—sweet, earthy, and floral, crystal tumblers of scotch shining like stars against the soft, green sky.

“When you were in the shower I called Patty to see if she could help. Her old professor knows some lawyers out in Denver. I told her to be discreet. I know you wouldn’t want word to get around.”

“I don’t need your lawyers, but fine, if you insist, I’ll take their call.”

“Don’t do me any favors, Auntie,” I said.

“And who’s this Patty? Why would you call her so early in the morning? Shame on you.”

“A friend,” I said, tipping my head back and staring at the air vent. Gray dust clung to the slats, like petri-dish fur.

THERE WAS A KNOCK at the door. Then, more knocking. I opened my eyes. As I lifted my head, my neck ached.

“Go see who it is,” Auntie Shirin said.

I wobbled over to the door, wiping drool from my cheek. Pressed my eye against the cold ring of the peephole.

“It’s Mo,” I said.

“Don’t tell him shit. He can’t take it,” she said. “But wait.” Auntie Shirin reached for the large Ziploc on the floor. Her married name—Shirin Javan—was scrawled on it in black marker. She shook it and junk scattered across the white bed. Matchbooks, makeup cases, phone, black purse. She hurried to refill the purse.

I opened the door. Mo plowed past me, straight to Shirin, whose head was back on the pillow. “The fuck, Mom? Where you been? I’ve been calling you all morning.”

“The fuck what,” she said. “Call it female bonding. Show some respect. You don’t speak to your mother like that.” She propped her purse up on the nightstand.

“Sorry, Mommy,” he said. He bent down and kissed her head. He wore all black. His platinum Rolex shone in the bedside light. He was almost thirty, three years older than me. Mo short for Mohammad.

Mo and Shirin had the same beautiful dark moles on their faces, spaced like constellations, jet-black hair, fluid motions. Shirin smiled. Her makeup had stayed on throughout all this—eyeliner drawn slanted like cat eyes, mascara pulling her lashes up and away.

“I’m starved—can we eat?” she said.

Shirin swung her legs onto the floor and untied her robe. It opened up like a curtain and I saw her naked body underneath. She dropped the robe on the bed. I looked at Mo and saw that he was watching her too. Eyes full of love. Her boobs were round and stiff and seemed a separate thing from her body. Her tummy flat and tan, her pussy waxed into a razor-sharp V. Not like someone’s fifty-year-old mother. I thought of the cop approaching her, kissing her. The only signs of age were in the veins that stuck out of her hands and neck.

“Can you believe you came out of this?” she said, looking at her crotch. “Best decision I ever made. One day I went to the toilet to take a shit, and there you were.”

Mo raised an eyebrow. “Mom, no one else would think this is normal. Be serious.”

“I am serious. It’s a miracle you’re not gay.”

Mo laughed.

“Real nice, Auntie. I thought you didn’t wanted to seem backwards anymore,” I said.

“Talk to me when you have kids, Bita,” she said. “No one wants that. My baby boy is a lady-killer.” She gave Mo a kiss on his stiff, gelled hair then walked over to the loveseat where she’d dumped last night’s clothes. A form-fitting black wool dress and her Chanel boots. No underwear. She put them on. Over it, she put on my black coat with the big fur collar. Her tanned skin shone. “Let’s go,” she said, smiling and grabbing her purse. “I could eat a cowboy.”

As I zipped up my boots I saw the white powder already sliced into lines on the mirror. I leaned over, took the rolled bill, and snorted. Mo and Shirin did the same. I closed my eyes, breathed in and out. The inside of my nose burned and the bitterness leaked down my throat. I swallowed. And there it was throughout my body: the little flash of joy.

We walked out of the hotel room. I checked that the door tag read DO NOT DISTURB. At the elevator bank, a hotel maid was organizing her cart. Shirin acknowledged her and then, when she turned, snatched a handful of tiny liquor bottles and slipped them into Mo’s coat pocket.

The three of us stepped out of the elevator onto the mezzanine carpeted in peach-and-orange paisley. Gold chandeliers lit up the room. A grand wooden staircase rose from the lobby and circled up to where we stood. The après-ski crowd sat on sofas and drank wine, ordering more rounds than they should. In that way they were like us.

We watched the guests down below, fresh off planes in cowboy hats and fur coats. I counted all the bleached blondes and Ken-doll haircuts. Bellboys rushed around with luggage. I spent my infancy on planes. Planes left Tehran daily with our kind, people who could bribe and smuggle their way out.

“When did you realize the Revolution was for real?” I asked my parents once. “Never,” Mom said. We were more pro-Shah than we knew. When push came to shove.

“These Texans are making me sick. They’re a couple cows and oil wells from being complete dirt,” Shirin said. “Let’s go have a drink.”

We sat before the crackle of the mezzanine lounge fireplace. They’d really done it up this year—more than I remembered. Tinsel reflected in the mirrors. Christmas songs played on invisible speakers. I’d sung them all as a little kid in L.A. I’m sure Mo did, too, in Houston.

American newlyweds sat on the adjacent sofa. They Eskimo-kissed, twirled their wineglasses like they teach you at a wine-tasting class. Then they looked over at us and left. The fire warmed my body.

“Your mom would have loved this,” Auntie Shirin said. “Seema was the biggest Christmas freak.”

“Was she? She liked the cold air here, the cross-country skiing.” Would have. Was. The words grated. Fuck cancer, that cheesy saying, and fuck how we distance ourselves from Mom, maybe to protect ourselves from death’s entirety, distract us from its lack of a point. She’d been dead just one year and already I felt her fading from us. The little snow globe she’d treasured as a child—did it hold a pine tree? How can I remember her better? How would a real Muslim do it?

According to one of Mom’s rare stories about her youth, my grandmother Elizabeth modeled herself after Hollywood actresses—like Elizabeth Taylor. Even before that Elizabeth’s famous visit to Iran in ’76, with all the seductive posing in front of landmarks. Our Elizabeth hated children. The children she hated most in the world were her own: her son Nader, my mother Seema, and Auntie Shirin. Elizabeth didn’t want to be a mother. She told my mom at sixteen, the day she finally got her first period: “After you came out, bloody and screaming, my life was finished. I was finished.” She liked to talk about how much her vagina stretched giving birth. Why wasn’t her life over after Nader came out? Nader, a semiliterate bully who ate ants. Was one kid doable, not life-ruining?

“This is the last time I’m doing this dumb trip, kids,” Auntie Shirin said, rubbing her shiny, dark nails.

“Why?” Mo said.

“It’s more and more of us every year. Aspen is infested with us, and the people of my generation are so boring. The men pretend they’re young. And the women act like my old naneh. The monarchy crawled up their asses and died. Roll me a joint, baby.” She passed a bejeweled cigarette case to Mo and ordered us a bottle of champagne. I’d thought she was going to say it was no good now without Mom. Maybe she felt that too. I clinked my glass to theirs and then against the edge of the table as my hand wobbled. I waited for something to break. Shirin smoked her joint and nobody stopped her.

“Your fathers,” Shirin said, inhaled and exhaled, “are such losers.”

“You’re so mean,” Mo said. “Dad does good business.”

“Hah,” Shirin said. “In Iran, they were the economy.” She looked at me. “Houman and your dad are now selling what? Fake Iranian teabags with inspirational messages?”

“Yo, the fake part is not their fault. Hello, sanctions,” Mo said.

Suddenly, Shahla, Neda, and Leila appeared in front of us. Sisters I could barely tell apart, Houman’s brother’s kids. Thick hair blowdried straight, perfectly arched eyebrows, sad sexy mouths. Like me but, if I’m being honest, much prettier. Black pants, tight sweaters, diamonds, fur earmuffs. Somewhere between ski bunny and Playboy bunny and Iranian Ivanka Trump.

“Oh, girls, sit down. Eat. Eat,” Auntie Shirin said. “Looks like all you’re on is Ritalin and coffee. I don’t understand you girls. You eat, you just eat smart. Lunch, okay. Dinner is for pigs. For dinner you eat a nice salad and that’s that.”

Shahla, Neda, and Leila giggled and two of them flipped their hair from one side to the other.

“We’re going shopping. I need a new dress for tomorrow,” the girl on the left said, cocking her head. “Side-boob for real.”

“Da-yumn,” Mo said. “We got the hottest girls. I’ll always say that.”

I made a gagging expression, a finger in my mouth. “Incest much? Besides, you only date blondes.”

“And you only date Harvard guys? Well, before your dry spell.”

“That’s different,” I said.

“Oh, is it?”

I shook my head. But he was right.

“These Houston boys invited us to a party on Red Mountain,” the one in the middle said. “We gotta look fi-yah, yo.”

“Hmm. You know anything about these guys?” Mo said.

“Oh, suddenly you’re our big bad protector? Shut up, Mo! No one’s in it for the conversation. Blaaah, blaaah, blaaah,” Leila said hoarsely. I knew her by her voice: the oldest, the wisest, the one who’d been passing out drunk on tables since she was eleven.

“LET’S VAMANOS. IT’S FOUR,” Auntie Shirin said. “Stores close early today.” She put her hand in the air and waved down a waiter. Not even our waiter. “Check?” she said to some guy in a navy uniform. “Don’t have all day.”

The man rushed back to the bar. I was a little drunk and too tired to act sober, so I stretched out my legs noisily on the coffee table. “No more stealing though,” I said. “They charge fifteen dollars for each of those mini bottles. For real, Auntie.”

Shirin smiled.

I did like making her smile. “You’re such a criminal,” I added and watched her now ignore me.

Mo scrunched his brows. “Huh?” he said.

“Joke,” I said.

When the waiter didn’t return, Auntie Shirin stood up and walked down the stairs and, we could see, out the revolving glass door. She didn’t turn back. Mo and I shrugged our shoulders and followed. For a few seconds, I was alone sealed in the glass chamber. The world was quiet. Half gone. Perfect.

Outside, I joined Mo and Shirin under the green awning. I zipped my coat up to my face, feeling jagged metal against my lip, and drew up my hood.

We walked over the melting ice and cobblestone. Cowboy hats bobbing up and down with shopping bags. Everyone buying last-minute Christmas presents, and now so were we. My eyes watered in the cold wind.

Auntie Shirin pressed the buzzer at the entrance of a jewelry store.

“Are we just looking?” I asked.

A security man let us in and then resumed his position inside. He wore reflective sunglasses and a tight tan uniform, like a caricature of an ’80s highway patrolman. He did not smile at us or even look in our direction.

“What shall I get you?” Auntie Shirin said to Mo.

“For what?” Mo said.

“A new watch? What about you, Bita?”

“I’m okay,” I said.

“You’re turning down jewelry?” Auntie Shirin said.

“Shouldn’t you take it easy today?” I said.

“Saket,” Shirin snapped.

An older woman organized boxes on the other side of the glass counter. She wore a long ivory cardigan, her dyed caramel hair pulled back into a loose bun, her posture perfect. I hated her right away.

The woman looked up. “Can I help you?” she asked.

“I’d like to see your men’s watches,” Auntie Shirin said as the woman approached.

“Wonderful.” She twisted a key in the glass case, which held a miniature Aspen dripping in jewels. Diamond-stud earrings suspended with invisible string as snowflakes.

“Nobody needs another watch,” I said.

“You know what? I’ll take them all.” Shirin glared at me.

The woman took a step back. “Oh my. Are you sure?”

Shirin raised an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

“Do you want the prices first?” the woman asked. She unfastened watches from the green-and-white felt mountain.

“Throw in that necklace too.” Shirin nodded at an emerald choker that doubled as a gondola cable.

“You must really love Christmas,” the woman said. “That green is marvelous for the season.”

Shirin laughed. She shook her head. “You have no idea.”

The woman stared at us. “I’ll go wrap these.”

“Throw them in here,” Auntie Shirin said, pulling out the Ziploc from the Aspen jail.

The woman stared at the pile of watches and then at the empty plastic bag scribbled on in Sharpie. Her perfect hair and face powder reflected the overhead lights, giving her the glow of an angel. She looked back at Shirin and smiled, lips pursed like she’d never felt sorrier for anyone in her goddamn life.

OUTSIDE THE STORE, AUNTIE Shirin put on the emerald choker—an octagon, held on to her neck by a chainmail of gold. It glistened. She’d bought six watches. Spent over thirty thousand dollars. She swung the plastic bag side to side sharply as she walked.

“Where’d you get that bag?” Mo said.

“None of your business,” she said.

The sun was out now, the clouds moving fast. The snow on the ground blinded me. I put on my sunglasses.

“Don’t ever embarrass me like that again,” Shirin said. Her boots sounded hard on the red brick.

“Embarrass you?” I said. “I was just trying to help.”

“I don’t need your help,” she said.

“Come on, guys. Cool it. Let’s get a crepe,” Mo said.

“Whatever you want, sweetheart,” Shirin said. “Give me those vodkas.”

Mo reached into his pocket and handed the bottles to Shirin. She stopped, tucked the bag under her arm, untwisted one bottle’s top, shot it. Did the same with the other two. She tossed the empties into a mound of snow. I considered picking them up, but what was the point.

The big Aspen mountain—what the locals called Ajax—ascended ahead of us as we approached the line extending from the red-and-white-striped crepe cart. I felt dizzy and hot. I looked at my feet on the uneven bricks. I remembered something Mom used to say: if someone says, I like your bracelet, in Iran you’re supposed to offer it to them. Just like that. Of course I couldn’t ask Shirin to pay me back the ten thousand dollars bail money. It would be against everything they ever taught me. Besides, the money belonged to our family.

“Hey hey hey, if it isn’t my favorite people of all time,” I heard. It was Uncle Houman, with Dad. They had red noses from the cold, their short beards grizzled. They wore big fur hoods and thick parkas, Moncler or Façonnable. Dad held a cigar in his hairy hand. “Where’ve you been, darling?” Houman said. “I didn’t see you last night.”

“You know. Defending our honor,” she said, crossing her arms.

Uncle Houman laughed. “Just relax, honey. Seriously. Relax. Everything’s okay.” He tilted his head up to the crisp blue-and-white sky, drew his arms wide, and breathed in. “Ahhhhh,” he breathed out a cloud of white vapor. “What could be more beautiful than this? Aspen, Colorado, with my beautiful wife and family?” He patted Dad on his back.

Shirin shook her head. “Come on,” she said. “You’re pathetic. This town is a shithole.”

“Order me a chocolate crepe, will you, Bita?” Dad said.

“We’ve got the poker tournament of the century going on,” Uncle Houman said. He patted Dad’s thick coat again, like he was dusting a pillow. Dad coughed, stretching out his cigar hand.

Two police officers with mustaches walked past us, chocolate sauce crawling down the sides of the crepe plates in their hands. I watched them and watched Auntie Shirin watch them. One of them smiled at her and winked.

“Excuse me?” Shirin said, loudly.

The cops turned around. “Excuse who?” the other one said, chocolate sauce now dripping over his fingers.

“Don’t you dare look at me,” Auntie Shirin said.

“Now, now, Shirin joon. Relax,” Houman said. “Sorry, my wife must have had a few too many.”

“Dirty pig,” she said.

“Hey,” the cop who had winked said. “Watch it.”

Shirin looked back at us. Nobody said anything. The cop stood, his feet wide apart. He shook his head and squinted at Shirin in the bright sun.

Auntie Shirin turned again and looked at me, then Mo, and then our fathers. “Wait a minute here. None of you shits are saying anything?” she shouted.

I looked at my feet. Please let her stop. I waved people along so they’d pass us in line.

“Now, now,” Houman said again. “Let’s all just have a Merry Christmas. It’s fine.”

Auntie Shirin clenched her fists. “Shut up,” she said, suddenly quieter, her jaw clenched, too.

The cop stepped closer to her.

“Get the fuck away from me,” she said. “I saw that face you made. You heard about the Cleopatra bullshit, didn’t you? You know who I am, don’t you?”

The cop scrunched his eyebrows. “Huh? I should arrest you right now for public intoxication. Want that?”

“I’m not drunk,” she yelled. People in line behind us started to walk around us without asking, their heads turning.

“Really?” the cop said. Then he turned to Houman. “Control that shit mouth on her,” he went on. “If it weren’t Christmas Eve, I’d put her in jail right now.” He started to say something to the other cop, who took out a notepad.

“Shirin,” Houman said in a low voice. “What is wrong with you?” He grabbed her arm and shook it.

“I nearly fucked one of their guys last night,” she said. Her words, a weapon. She steeled her face.

Houman stared at her and didn’t blink. I’d never seen him so still.

“What are you talking about, Auntie?” I said. “Come on. Stop that.”

“Mom,” Mo said. He looked at her and then at the people watching us.

Shirin fixed her gaze towards the ski mountain.

“She’s joking,” I said.

Auntie Shirin let out a bitter, angry laugh. “Nobody defends me. Nobody sticks up for me. What. Do. I. Have. To lose?” she asked.

I stared into her shiny, dark eyes. “What are you talking about? You have everything,” I said.

But I didn’t believe this. She was miserable. Mom always said Shirin was the sharpest of all their friends. Even though Mom was the booksmart one, Shirin turned out the most ambitious and daring. Most able to shape the world to her will. I was supposedly smart too. But what good had any of these qualities done us? The Revolution fucked everyone up. Even Mo and me and the three Ivanka sisters. Even if we didn’t really talk about it. What was wrong with us?

“Please, Auntie,” I said.

She shook her head. “I got you idiots presents.” She swung the plastic bag in front of the men. “But I changed my mind.”

Auntie Shirin walked away from us. Away from the crepe stand and the lift-ticket booth. She didn’t look back. She stopped for a moment when she reached the base of the mountain, where people had left skis punched into the snow. I waited for her to turn, but she didn’t. She started walking up the mountain. I could feel her leaning forward and bending her knees. I could feel the hot tears on her face—or was that wishful thinking? Skiers shot down fast, right past her, inadvertently spraying her with snow and making her pause to brush herself off as she climbed. Then, next to the giant tower of the gondola, she stopped. Skiers below her now shook snow off their helmets and clicked off their skis. She looked up, craning her neck. Her arms reached out like she was submitting herself to the mountain. Surrendering. The plastic bag dangled from one hand, the light bouncing off it.

She was far away now and I had to squint. Auntie Shirin reached into the bag. Suddenly, she swept her arm in an arc across the sky. Then, again. Her hand at the bag. And then her arm across the sky.

Objects curved like boomerangs flew across the air, glittery against the sun. But none returned. The beautiful, useless watches.

I said nothing. I watched Shirin. I watched the mountain, letting my eyes travel past her, up along the slope leading to the top, obscured by clouds. The mountain looked both soft and sharp. Rock pierced through powder. I breathed in the cool, crisp air.

Tehran was very dirty, everyone knew. A city running on smog. The last time I had breathed its air, I was a baby. As a kid, I felt surprised when I learned Iran was mountainous, the Alborz mountains growing just north of the city. Embracing Tehran in its majestic, silent beauty. What kind of Persian was I?

And yet I watched Auntie Shirin, I watched myself.




SHIRIN

BITA AND MO DON’T get it, but their universe is plastic, a joke. IKEA, Zara, Americans with their “history.” America, the history killer. They don’t care about heirlooms. Antique furniture is despised—they call it “brown furniture.” They want particleboard, veneer, MDF. No. When you evacuate, you take your jewels. All our Revolution stories involve jewelry. You take your jewels no matter if you like them. Before photographs or your poodle. Yes, we had a poodle, a big beautiful sloppy dog. I’m not ashamed to admit.

Instead of thanking me, Bita and Mo laugh when I offer them jewelry. They don’t see that it’s my greatest expression of love, faith in our family’s continuity, our family a living creature needing heirlooms—jewel-hungry gem thieves, gluttons as all survivors are, ask Darwin.

We came from a great man, descendants—great-granddaughters in fact—of a constitutionalist, a hero fighter, a man who, according to all the stories of Mommy and of course that famous Persian history treatise Choking the Great Lion, gave his life for democracy in Iran. Babak Ali Khan Valiat. The Great Warrior, they called him. It was the early 1900s and he wanted Iran to be a secular republic with a democratically elected parliament. He nearly got us there but he failed in the end, or I wouldn’t be telling this story.

How I love Bita and Mo both, and yet they watched in silence as the saleswoman at the jewelry store talked down to us. I’m sorry to say they don’t know the meaning of family. It’s not their fault: America is younger than my favorite ring, a Siberian amethyst, the rarest kind, dark purple that flashes red and blue in the light, like a code of its seriousness and truth, surrounded by emerald teardrops, playacting to be a flower sunk down into its leaves. A sneaky gem. When I wear it, and hold out my hand to admire its strong colors, ones found in nature and yet hard to fathom, I am my grandmother Banou Khanoum at her dressing table. The Great Tiny Boss, as she was known to all.

When living got too risky, when we self-imprisoned in our walled homes, isolated from our countrymen—yes, in those gardens you hear about, drinking pomegranate juice and eating pistachios, all that nonsense if it makes you feel better—it was time to flee. The protests increasing in number and size and violence, all those students from the villages. Early on, after they published that infamous story calling Khomeini a “mad Indian poet”—the spark that ignited it, as they say—and the Shah’s men killed students protesting in Qom, even I demonstrated, waved a sign: DEATH TO THE MONARCHY. You see, I didn’t agree with absolute authority. It wasn’t enough that the Shah released some prisoners after killing hundreds. I had Marxists in the family, a Swiss university education! A friend even kissed Khomeini’s hand in Paris—Khomeini, the great democratizer! Hah!

But soon enough, after that forty-day cycle of mourning they all talk about, the repetition of grieving and then the explosion of more protests and more killings, that Shiite periodicity, the mood grew even darker. The signs then read DEATH TO THE SHAH. THE BLOODSUCKER. Worse things, too, were said with those placards, words I shall not repeat but know they involved orifices and actions upon the elite, including our family members. The Cinema Rex burned with the five hundred people inside. The Shah imposed martial law and sent in tanks and helicopters and gunned everyone down. All this has been said a million times. What’s once more? People swatted like cicadas in summer. He rolled over the young and they grew more angry.

Mommy feared for us. She said, “Leave now for the sake of your children. Let it die down, then return in comfort. Take your jewels, mine, too, just in case these barbarians make us give them everything.” Little did we know the future ahead, courtesy of our supposed saviors: mass executions, firing squads, beheadings, compulsory veil. An Islamic state.

My sister, Seema, scoffed. She didn’t know something very important about Iranians like us. She thought we were superficial, lived in the world of the material, ignorant of deeper thought. Well, how is it that we have Hafez and Saadi and Ferdowsi and Farrokhzad?—yes finally a woman too. How is it that we have a lineage of the greatest poets on Earth? Really think about it. The language, the words, they’re a side effect. It’s that we Iranians know what is possible of the world. We see that it is capable of such glorious immeasurable heart-pounding beauty. But then again, most of life isn’t like that.

Is it?

The rose and the thorn, and sorrow and gladness are linked together. This is probably eight hundred years old. I forget who said it, but it’s important. Remember it. Some people say we don’t even have a separate word for rose—it’s just red flower—but we have something better: imagination.

These jewels, the Armani, a taste for the extravagant, Perrier instead of tap water—our valiant attempt to bring our wild vision of heaven as Earth to our everyday lives. Roses to the thorns. Even the less fortunate of us try—they care about having lush hair, impeccable shoes. More so. The Prada Mahda, as we say, the Chanel Pahnelle, the rhyming, it’s all an act, pretend. You get the picture. The poets—those seers—aren’t separate from me and Mommy. Or even Bita and Mo and Houman and the rest of the idiots. We are born artists, us Persians, born dreamers. Even if we express it in high finance or dentistry.

Seema thought our love of nice things was base—because we are insecure and want to fit in with the West. We want respect, legitimacy. I laugh at that.

The more makeup, jewels an Iranian woman wears, I say the greater her concept of beauty, the deeper she is, the more she hurts inside, the more incongruous her inner and outer lives. This is all that is left of beauty in the world! Have you never worn a bright color to lift your spirits?

Next time you see such an Iranian woman, look beyond your own distaste. I understand that distaste myself, you may be surprised to know. I wish everyone could be equally wealthy, I love all people, I have the utmost respect for the person who has to work to live, not just to shine brighter like me. No, think of such an Iranian woman and her distance from what she was originally: in her heart of hearts, an heir to millennia of culture, beauty. And yet, she, this woman, never had any real power. She was wife, mother, helper, whore. Those diamonds? They’re all she has.

“It’s overblown, this talk. We will stay,” Seema said to Mommy the week before we fled Iran. We sat in Mommy’s apartment, in her white marble bathroom modeled after what she thought a mosque for women should look like, as she mixed her hair dye in a metal bowl. Seema, with a newborn baby Bita on her breast, said nothing would come of it. She was not so sure this protesting would help the country, and soon, the military or SAVAK would take control. Things would get back to normal, then change could come slowly, responsibly. “Incremental progress, I am now convinced is the way,” Seema said, who had supposedly been a communist once, who as a kid would tell me the State should raise all children. “Give me my niece,” I said and grabbed Bita as Seema rested on the closed toilet, doing those strange blinks of hers when she got agitated, then staring at her feet. “Of course the various interests need to be respected and listened to; we slowly need to become a true constitutional monarchy. Then, maybe we can be a republic.”

Mommy threw her arms in the air. Channeling ancestors. “Vay vay vay, khoda,” she said. The arms of her robe swinging with her fists. “If you don’t go, I will die of worry. I will wear only black for your impending end of life. And if you don’t die, I will never let you forget you disobeyed me. Never!” The wooden spoon in her hand flung hair dye across the room.

We laughed. Bita cried. A streak of goop ran down the formerly pristine wall behind the bathtub.

I knew it was a bluff. Mommy would never wear all black. If she taught me anything, it was that all black made a brunette look like death, a rule I didn’t follow, of course. But if we didn’t die, I believed her; she’d be angry for eternity, her ghost would sit in my brain like it was her own living room.

About Nader, her only son, she was almost Zen, though she wouldn’t know what that meant: “He has no wife, no children, he rests easy. If he goes, he goes.”

Our travel agent, Yasaman Khanoum, rescued us. She ran her own agency. See, we had jobs, us women, even then we were active, ambitious. Yasaman Khanoum sent us to Vienna first. Said that was safest. All attention was on Paris. Who was flying in and out. Then a short flight to France where we’d spend the autumn on the Côte d’Azur, in Cannes, and wait. And because we had money in the Swiss banks, we’d lie in the waning sun in gorgeous French string bikinis, nibble on veal milanese and that nearly Italian Riviera pizza of the Old Port, and drink burgundy. Then when the fighting died out, we’d come home to Iran. Our travel agent extraordinaire had no doubt.

I laugh in Yasaman Khanoum’s likely dead face now. We were fools, all of us. In the end, we left much earlier than most of our friends. The first to say goodbye.

“GET IN THE CAR, kids. We’re leaving,” I yelled up the stairs. Abbas Ghassem and Nanny and the kolfats were waiting for us downstairs, as if in a receiving line. Abbas Ghassem, bearded and dark, in all white; somehow the grease from the stove knew to steer clear of his apron on a day so solemn. Nanny, a woman I picked out of a dozen because she had maternal breasts and thin lips. The kolfats—we had one kolfat just for mopping floors. That one held a Koran up over her head, waiting for us to walk under it. The Koran on a tray along with a crystal bowl of water filled with rose petals. A book she couldn’t even read.

“Go get the children,” I said to Nanny. “Where are they?”

“Madam,” Nanny said, looking not in my eye. “Mohammad is ready—he’s just asleep. Shall I wake him?”

I laughed. “Khanoum,” I said. “Do you not see that we are waiting for them?” Back then you could be rude to your servants. And you called them servant. It was more honest.

“Now now,” Houman said, leaving his too-neat barely used office, the place where he made a phone call or two, pulling a wide tie from his pocket. Already at thirty years old he had the beginnings of his rounded stomach, and then a mustache like many of the men did, rolled cuffs, hairy arms, brown bellbottom suit sharply creased. He was just starting to wear his Polo cologne—the green bottle, gold top, the one he still wears, turning him into a stamp of manhood, a hunter in leather treading through a wet forest. I used to smell it on his pillow when he was away on business, can you imagine, and miss him. What a dope I was.

“Shirin, they’re nervous. Give them a break,” Houman said, his hands wrapping his tie around his neck, folding and pulling cloth.

“And, Madam,” Nanny said, always pronouncing it Maahdahm like I was some grand ballroom, a magic trick, ta-da.

“What is it, Nanny? Just say it.” I grabbed a cigarette from her front pocket and she lit it with fingers that trembled.

“Niaz asked for Khanoum Valiat.” She crossed her arms over her English-style uniform, her beige belted dress with round collar, brown necktie. I dressed my servants well. They were an extension of me after all.

“Well, she can’t see Mommy now,” I said, and inhaled. “Tell her I’ve packed all my valuables and she is one.”

“I’m not explaining well. She’s not here, Madam. She ran to Khanoum Valiat’s.”

“By herself?” I said. “How could she? What are we supposed to do?”

“Darling, we can’t miss this flight—we might not get on another.” Houman walked to me and squeezed my shoulders. “They say it’s men like me who need to worry.”

“Let me call Elizabeth.” I grabbed the phone in the hallway. “Mommy,” I said. “What are you doing? Did you think I wouldn’t notice you’ve taken my only daughter?”

“Vay, Shirin, she turned up here and is begging to stay. She doesn’t want to leave me or Roshani alone. What a good girl she is. Who taught her to be so considerate?”

“She wants to … stay? Mommy, who cares what she wants. She’s six.”

“Why are the daughters of my friends so much nicer to their mothers? Why is it that I have the rudest daughter? What did I do to deserve that? You know that Nasreen is watching little Bahar because her daughter trusts Nasreen with her children. Why should I get less? You explain that to me.”

“Why not let her stay?” Houman mouthed behind me. “Elizabeth Khanoum will take good care of her. It’s just a month, maybe two.”

I turned to face him, and, seeing my expression, he stepped backwards to the front door, the one we secured five ways now—two dead bolts, a chain, sometimes a silver fork, a chair.

“Shirin? Where did you go?” Mommy asked.

I felt myself squeezing the life out of the curly telephone cord. The door before me was made of wood and wood could be burned down. “Fine. Let her be. She’ll just miss a great holiday,” I said to shut her up before I started to pick my eyes out. “But please be careful. And don’t let her eat too much gaz and get fat. She won’t fit on a plane seat.”

I slammed down the phone and lurched towards Houman, waving my cigarette. “What happened to it’s too dangerous here? Not when it comes to Elizabeth’s favorite. Or is it being left alone she is afraid of; she’s such a hypocrite.”

In the car, I sat in the backseat with Mohammad and Houman. Khosrow, my favorite chauffeur, drove. He was the one who took me to the parties when I was a kid, who knew how to keep a secret, ignored the vodka on my breath.

We took the cheap car, the older Mercedes—cracking leather seats, a lifeless sandlike beige. We didn’t want to draw attention. Our street was so quiet. Shirin Street, Daddy had it renamed when I was born. Khiaboon-e Shirin. Sweet Street, you might call it, too. My name means sweet, if you can believe that. I was furious at Niaz, but why was I already missing her? Her usual spot between me and Houman sunken in the smallest amount. My throat caught.

“This is nothing,” I said, looking out the window. “Where are the people?” We turned a corner in silence, the trees flashing in the sunlight, twinkling, waving us goodbye.

Houman looked at me, hugged Mohammad on his lap, Mohammad who was crying for his sister of all people. “Neezee,” he called out. “Neezee.”

I tried to not hear him. “Khosrow? Do you know where they are?” I said, squeezing his seat.

“Yes, Khanoum.” He looked at me in the rearview mirror. “They are out in the streets.”

“Are these not the streets?” I was confused.

“Someday, Khanoum. Inshallah.”

“What?”

“Sorry, Khanoum. They will come.”

Maybe I didn’t know his true meaning then—but what do you expect? I’m not all-knowing.

Nobody spoke. We turned onto bigger and bigger roads. Slowly, like a swarm of bees that you don’t hear and then suddenly they are above you buzzing their hearts out, I saw and smelled them. The thick horse stench and noise of people. I can’t ever forget it—it was like a Persian poem. See, I can tell the story like people want to hear it. The sweat on their faces, signs high above their hands, voices joined. It must have been a hundred, a thousand, a nation. Marching towards our cheap car. Or, cheap for us.

Men with their shirts opened up. The women not caring whether they were ladylike—screaming insults at the Shah. Bisharaf, they said, the worst word in our language. No honor. Wasn’t there a more civilized way to handle complaints? This seemed out of hand. And yet there was a part of me that felt sad, excluded from this unified voice. It’s true. Why would I lie?

“Get off this road,” I said. I watched their angry faces, their signs pointed at us. “Turn turn turn!” I smacked the back of Khosrow’s seat.

Inside Mehrabad Airport, off in a relatively empty corner, I stood with Mohammad in my arms. He had cried the entire way to the airport, even after we escaped the demonstration. My beautiful boy, already two years old, who would never disobey me. I covered him in kisses. One for your left cheek, one for your right. He was getting so big. “Hold on to me with your feet,” I said. Mohammad looked at me with his big, dark eyes. No squealing with delight from my kisses. He was wearing a beautiful suit. Navy and pressed with gold buttons, a white shirt, his hair parted to one side. White socks pulled up to his knees, black shoes shiny and perfect. Like a little doll. My children were little dolls, even the ungrateful one. Damn that girl of mine, who does she think she is? If she were here, she’d make him laugh.

People ran towards the departure gates gripping large pieces of luggage, dragging belligerent, uncomprehending children, everyone rushing or else waiting together in clumps like hair on the floor of a salon. Some yelling, an old woman crying on her knees—playing her role just right. People eating on the floor, passing spoons of rice. What a time to eat!

I tried to block out the noise, which was impossible. Seema arrived with Teymour and Bita in a pram, hiding under a warm mound of blankets. Bita was three months old. An accident, a hiccup, as they say. Seema was absolutely unprepared for a baby. She wanted to be a career woman but was fired from her first journalist job at that communist magazine because she was pregnant. What was she thinking? Clearly she wasn’t, and I told her so before Bita came out of her. Afterwards, there wasn’t much point in reminding her, was there?

We stood up from the chairs some misfortunates had offered us, straightened our clothes. Mohammad felt heavy. “Did you bring everything important?” I said.

“Here we are, aren’t we?” Seema said.

I squinted. “Did you bring the diamond necklace Mommy gave you?” I said, using Mohammad as a disguise for my mouth.

“Shhhh.” Seema looked around, blinked a few times. She whispered, also behind Mohammad. “Not that nonsense again. Khob, hala, Mommy gave Nosrat the gardener everything, and she stuffed it all deep into one of those giant sacks of rice.”

“She what?” I widened my eyes. I tried to pass Mohammad to Houman but the child gripped me harder, his fingers clawing at me. I squeezed back to shut him up a bit.

“She told Nosrat to take it to Auntie’s gardener, Habib,” Seema said. “She thinks nobody will suspect the gardeners passing a bag of rice and Auntie Katti won’t be bothered. Living in that tiny widow’s house alone, no government ties, barely even a working telephone. She’ll keep it safe.”

“And she trusts the gardener—two gardeners—to give it to Katti? To not take it for their own greedy fingers? What an idiot.” Who knew if Nosrat could even find Habib with our absurd method of giving addresses in those days—cross the bridge, turn right at the white fence, ask the shopkeeper’s son.

Seema raised her eyebrow. “How little faith. Habib and Nosrat are family. We have a history, we paid for their children’s education, for god’s sake, Nosrat’s father’s spinal operation.”

“Look around you. If Habib and Nosrat were family—” I started to yell. There were uniformed officers forcing a family out of the airport while they wailed, and we stopped to watch. The announcements over the loudspeaker were incessant over the commotion. I saw a little girl smile, teeth gleaming, as she threw a red ball down the corridor, completely unaware. What if I’ve made a mistake leaving Niaz? Was I blinded because I was mad at her? I whispered to Seema: “We’re on our own. They don’t want us in charge. They don’t even like us. These assholes want to take over and believe me, they will take everything. You and your incremental progress.” I stepped back.

“Oh, Shirin. Trust your compatriots. In the end, the people will win. All of us,” Seema said.

I pulled her to the wall, with Mohammad the monkey hanging on to me. Soldiers marched towards us, and I wasn’t even sure what they were marching for anymore. One glared at me. “First I was all for this change, these protests. Our bloodline demands it. As you know. The Great Warrior started it, maybe they’ll finish it. But there’s no room for us in their new Iran.”

That sure shut her up. Seema nodded. Her poor lipstick was faded already, I could tell she had been crying from the dried streaks of powder on her cheeks.

“We are too much of a threat to any future new leadership. What would we get out of it except maybe our heads cut off. As a family they’ll come for us. Of course they don’t care about an old woman like Mommy.”

“Well, good,” Seema said. “Let others rule for a change.” She pressed her lips together, tapped her foot. I watched the pointy tip of her shoe, the alligator skin shiny and glinting, demanding its place on the airport floor.

Mohammad, wriggling, let out a cry.

Seema flinched and held on to her breasts. “Ay, that hurts.”

“He’s not your baby.” I laughed. “Seema, your breasts are broken.”

Our men walked over with the luggage and pram. Houman motioned us along by making a walking cartoon with his two fingers pointed down.

“Wait,” I said, making my own cartoon, holding out my hand like a guard. I went over to the large window. I think I knew even then. It was a bright day, the sun yellow, shining and hot. No clouds. Niaz inside a building, sitting on a sofa with Mommy. I saw the mountains across from me. Men in uniform holding big guns stood in a line. The king’s men who just a few months later would declare neutrality. What did they want? Did they hate the king too? Who would they kill first if they could kill exactly anyone? The answer would surprise you.

SEEMA IN THE AISLE seat, on the packed airplane, as we waited to take off, leaned over, ashing her cigarette in the metal tray. I sat at the window and we kept the middle for our purses. Those who place purses on floors cannot be trusted. We put Bita in her bassinet and Mohammad in the row next to us for some peace and quiet. We could see them but who wants to hear that ruckus constantly. Someone on the plane—I don’t know, a grandmother—gave Mohammad a toy to play with and he was busy turning a little handle and looking inside a paper box. The activities that occupy small brains!

Seema pulled up her hand luggage—a Louis Vuitton monogram suitcase—and unzipped it on her lap. There I saw it: a small cushioned bag, covered in pink damask roses—the oldest ancient roses, the one we turn into gol ab, that the backwards Christians stole from us in their Crusades. A pink snap button in the center. I knew that bag. “Doesn’t look like a dictionary or book of verse,” I said. I peeked into it: the diamonds glittered, baby birds in their nest. Mommy’s best pieces. “Liar.”

“Oh, get over it,” Seema said. “I’m just being practical.” She snatched the bag away.

I still remember that damask bag on her dumb lap, the pink roses. Oh, how I love rosewater. Few people know that when the Shah finally left Iran on January 16, 1979—a date imprinted in my mind—on his supposed “extended vacation,” people in the streets sprinkled each other’s heads with rosewater. Rosewater! The way we do over graves.

“But, Seema, no,” I said. “You can’t have it both ways. You say we’re too materialistic. This is why we are having these protests.” I leaned over and shook the bag. “You’re as bad as me, Khanoum with her crown jewels.”

Seema looked at me, scrunched her eyebrows—always perfect, even more than mine. Straight and solemn, a refinement I’d never know. Isn’t that how people are divided—the tactful and the coarse.My eyebrows arched, showed too much emotion. Like Mommy always said, Seema’s tricked us to believe she was neutral, even-minded, fair. Even when she wasn’t. I hated those eyebrows.

Seema looked down, smoothed the bag with her hand. The veins in her hands bulged. She shook her head and sighed loudly so dumb Teymour leaned back in his seat in the row ahead of the children. “Seema, are you okay, my love? Darling?” He reached for her.

I wanted to throw up all over the smooth airplane seats. I tried to make eye contact with Houman. A stewardess in a miniskirt and go-go boots walked past him, smiling. He smiled in return, released his fingers from the back of his seat. What a fool!

Seema looked at me again, those perfect eyebrows, but those eyes—dark, secretive—that reminded
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