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Siavash


I shudder awake. The stale taste of recycled air clings to my tongue—a metallic reminder that I’m on a flight to Iran. Going or coming, it’s only a line drawn on a map, a chalk mark on a blackboard that vanishes, leaving behind the dust of memory. Where is home? The soil your feet know or the air your heart aches for? The drone of the airplane hums like a long, metallic sigh dragging through the cotton sky. I like this sound. Like the rhythmic clatter of train wheels on rails—fingers drumming on the Earth’s body. Like the acrid smoke and restless anticipation rising from stations. Anything that smells of departure carries a longing I love.


I turn to the window. My gaze glides over a quilt of clouds—white, silent. Beneath their closed eyelids, the world sleeps. Further away, the blue deepens into indigo, like dye dripping from a washed shirt, mingling with the white seams of clouds.


A burst of laughter snatches my attention. I turn left. Beside me—where moments ago there was only the blue void of an empty seat—a child now sits. Sunlight slants through the window, scattering golden dust across the page of her picture book. Shadows of the story dance on her small face. A thin smile stretches from the corner of her lip almost to her ear—a trace of joy drawn by words.


My head spins; a room inside me tilts. Wasn’t this seat empty just breaths ago? Like the hollow left by an extracted tooth. Perhaps while I slept, while my soul wandered among these same clouds, they placed her here like a little angel. Everything feels strange—like a clock whose hands turn backward. Where are her parents? My gaze scans the aisle; two middle-aged men sit further away, faces as indifferent as river stones. I scold myself. Siavash! Let it go. You’re not meant to pull every loose thread in this patched-up world to find its other end.


The little girl laughs again—a laugh that smells of gingerbread—and suddenly, the warmth of her small fingers presses against my arm like an unexpected seal.


“Have you read this story yourself?” she asks.


I pause. My mouth is dry. From the bottom of a distant well of memory, my voice rises. “Yes … I’ve read it. It’s an interesting story.”


She smiles, oblivious to the tremor in my tone, and dives back into her book. I look closer. Seven, maybe eight years old. Wavy black hair. Oval face. Brown eyes. A faint, distant copy of myself from long ago. Her skin is white as untouched straw paper. She’s beautiful. A wish forms in my chest like a soap bubble—colorful, trembling—and bursts silently before its taste reaches my lips.









Negah


Wow, this Invisible Child story is so funny! How cool would it be if I could be invisible, too? Then I’d tease Baba so much—I’d hide, and he’d never find me! This little “Ninny” in the book disappeared just because her relatives were mean and scared her. When her fear went away, she came back.


Baba’s acting weird today. He keeps staring at me like I’ve grown horns or something! But I love my Baba. Lots of times he talks to me about big, grownup things I don’t understand at all. I just look at him like this. And guess what? Baba has a thousand names for me! One day I’m his little honey, another day his little flower, then his pretty girl. A new name every day. I wish it were my birthday every day—then I’d get lots of presents!


This is the second time we’re going to Iran. The first time I was really little—maybe two—so I don’t remember anything. Baba has so many relatives there: aunts, uncles … and lots of kids waiting for me to play with them! Lately, we’ve been talking to them on the phone. They blow kisses and say, “You’re so precious!” I don’t understand some words because I grew up in Finland. I don’t know how to write Farsi. But I love Iranian food! Macaroni, ghormeh sabzi, kebab … yum yum! This time, Mommy didn’t come. She said she had something really important to do. I miss her.


I turn to him and ask, “Baba! How much longer ’til we get there? I’m tired!”


Baba looks at me funny. “Baba? I’m not your Baba! But don’t worry, we’ll be there in half an hour. Where are your mom and dad sitting?”


Suddenly, my heart sinks. Why is Baba talking like this? Is he teasing me? But his look is strange— worried. My heart beats fast. I sneak a glance around. The nice aunty—the flight attendant—is collecting cups. Other people are sleeping or reading. Nobody’s paying attention to us. Why did Baba say that? I want to ask him again, but the flight attendant’s voice comes over the loudspeaker. “Passengers, please fasten your seatbelts. We will be landing in a few minutes.”


Phew! We’re almost there. My heart calms a little. I look at Baba again. Maybe he’s just tired. Yeah, that’s it. I remember the story of the invisible child. I wish I could be invisible sometimes too—then I wouldn’t hear these weird things Baba says.









Flight Attendant


The airplane begins its slow descent. From a distance, our job looks glamorous, even chic. But inside each of us, storms sometimes rage. We get used to it—but peace of mind is something else entirely.


With a professional smile fixed on my lips, I walk down the narrow aisle, performing the final checks: seatbelts fastened, seatbacks upright, tray tables stowed. I’ve walked this path for years, seen thousands of faces, sensed thousands of untold stories in the controlled silence of the cabin.


When I was a child, I used to watch flocks of birds and tell my mother, “Lucky them—they go wherever they want.” She would smile and say, “Maybe one day you’ll fly wherever you want.” And now, with the help of this iron bird, I do fly—but it’s nothing like my childhood dreams. Up here, nature’s laws still rule: lift, gravity, air pressure. Physics reigns supreme.


I couldn’t sleep last night—the previous flight was delayed—but I have to pretend I’m alert, refreshed, perfectly groomed. A smile is the main seasoning of our job; it is part of the uniform.


During this flight, one pair caught my attention: a little girl and her father. She was quietly happy, lost in her book—a joy that belongs to a private world. The father, though, seemed stunned, bewildered, as if seeing his daughter for the first time. He slept most of the journey. At the start, he asked for water to take a pill—maybe a sleeping pill—then sat motionless like a piece of wood. The child, in her yellow-and-white striped tights, swung her legs back and forth. Her white-and-yellow dress made her look like a doll.


We’re approaching Tehran’s Imam Khomeini Airport. Birds probably land with tired wings after a long flight. I land with a tired soul. It’s been a year since my separation—he left when he was sure I couldn’t have children. That place where he left still aches. I pull myself together; it’s time to bid farewell to the passengers.


I stand at the exit door, delivering one smile to each person. My cheeks ache from the effort. Between passengers, I have only seconds to rest my jaw before assuming the smile guard again. Suddenly, I notice the little girl crying. I walk over.


“Can I help you?”


The man looks at me, flustered. “Who is this child? She’s mistaken me for her father. I don’t understand why people have become so irresponsible! They abandon a child—on an airplane—and just leave.” The girl bursts into tears. The man pauses, as if realizing how impossible that sounds. But he keeps grumbling.


“What do you mean, sir?” I ask, keeping my voice steady. “This girl boarded with you. According to the passenger list, both your names are registered together: Siavash and Negah.”


Anxiety flickers across his face. He fumbles with his tickets. I can’t tell if he truly has a problem or if this is some tasteless joke at the end of the trip.


People get used to what they have—but never to what they don’t. I was rejected because I couldn’t have children, because I couldn’t fulfill a man’s wish to become a father. And now I see a father who seems unhappy about being one. One cannot judge—not when we don’t know the whole story.


The man hesitates, looking at the tickets, then at the girl. Finally, he takes her hand. They leave. My gaze follows them until they vanish into the crowd. I take a deep breath, ready for the final cabin check— and maybe, a few minutes of rest before the next flight.









Siavash


Returning to the homeland feels vague yet familiar— like a rusted key turning in an old lock. I’m not returning to soil, but to my own sediment: the first scrape on my knee, the sweet taste of a first kiss, the bewildered gaze with which I once framed the world. I return to that invisible thread tied to the scent of rain-soaked adobe; to the loneliness that, even amid the hubbub of acquaintances, wraps itself around me like a cocoon. They say vatan—homeland—comes from tan, body. This soil, then, is another body from which we were born. And now I return to it. Everything we saw in childhood is a photograph developed in the darkroom of the mind—never to be repeated. Later experiences are only shadows cast on that first indelible image. I am the same child who once stood motionless, a small dot in a green expanse of rice paddies, my gaze soaring beyond the silken tresses of rice toward mist-covered mountains—the ancient, weary shoulders of the Earth.


But where did this little girl come from? Where in my heart can I place her? I can’t make sense of any of it. Yes, I’ve been suffering from depression. I take medication, but I’m not crazy. My senses work fine. My self-awareness is sharp. I can even sense the silent presence of a cricket. When you become a poet, your senses expand and intertwine, just as words meld together in a poem. Perhaps poets get so close to their dreams they mistake them for reality. But that’s not me—I’m lucid. Forgetful, yes. Distracted, yes. But not disordered.


The bus waits beside the plane to take us to the terminal. A light rain falls, but there’s a storm in my heart. The little girl grips my hand tightly; she doesn’t feel like a stranger at all.


I glance at my documents. My Shenasnameh—my birth certificate. I open it. There, in the children’s section, the name “Negah” is listed. I don’t know what to do. I can’t even go to the police; my claim has no legal basis. Maybe I’ve developed amnesia. Maybe a brain injury erased part of my memory. Inside the customs hall, I check my carry-on. Children’s clothes. A few toys. Picture books. Oh God—I’m losing my mind! Maybe it’s the antidepressants, though the doctor said they have no major side effects. Maybe I’ve developed multiple personalities and don’t remember the previous ones. I recall a book I read years ago about a girl with this condition—a true story.


“What is your name?” I ask, testing reality one more time.


“Baba, are you okay?” she says, looking up with concern. “I’m Negah.”


Her Farsi is broken, halting, sprinkled with Finnish and English words. She definitely didn’t grow up in Iran. To be honest, I’ve always wished for a daughter like her—mischievous, playful. Even if this is a dream, I’d rather stay in it forever. I’ve always loved tragic stories, but this time I want something simple—a family drama. An ordinary story that billions have lived since the dawn of time. Ordinary for them, extraordinary for me.


They check my passport without issue. We collect our suitcases—old, worn. My family will probably come to meet me. I need to invent a story fast.


We ride down the escalator toward the arrival hall. A sea of faces waits behind the glass barriers— flowers, placards, eager eyes. The first person I see is my mother. The little girl lets go of my hand and runs toward her. What’s going on? Everyone knows except me. My mother opens her arms, catching the child. “My heart! My soul! I missed you so much!” Relatives swarm around her. A few come to me, embracing me, welcoming me home. But I stand there, frozen in the warmth of their greetings, a stranger in my own life.









Siavash’s Mother


Honestly, this Siavash of ours was different from my other children—right from the start. I don’t know what wisdom lay behind it. When I was pregnant with him, his father, Majid, was still young and wild. He worked himself to the bone during the day, and at night he was at the gambling dens. Most nights, he lost and came home empty-handed. Our house was a rented cement shack by the sea, in Valiabad. At night, the heat and humidity made sleep impossible. I’d leave the windows open, hoping for a breeze, but only the constant sound of waves crashing against the shore filled my ears. By then, I was used to both—the sound of the sea and Majid’s absence.


One night, I had a terrible craving for chicken hearts and liver! But there wasn’t a scrap of food in the house. The neighbor, Hajar Khanum—God bless her—was a distant relative of my father’s. She seemed to have guests that night; the smell of her kebabs drifted into our home. She knew our situation, knew Majid too. Every once in a while, she’d bring me leftovers. I’d feel embarrassed because we were poor and I couldn’t uphold the custom of returning her dish filled with food. But that night, she wasn’t paying attention—maybe she was busy with her guests. Late at night, quietly, tiptoeing, I went into her yard. I saw a plastic bag left by the wall. Inside were chicken scraps, a few feet too. I took it. It looked clean enough. I brought it home, grilled them on the little stove, and ate. It was a craving, after all.


When my baby was born, Siavash became my nighttime companion. Besides the sound of the sea, it was his soft breath in my ear. Maybe he doesn’t remember, the poor thing, but I know—he sensed my anxiety and loneliness even then. He clung to me, never leaving my lap. He’s still the same—he cares for me so much. He rarely spent time with his father. Majid didn’t pay him much attention, held him less. Later, Majid mended his ways; work and life improved. When the revolution came, we packed up and moved to Qazvin. Life got better, but my loneliness stayed. The surroundings grew busier, the children grew up.


His mustache hadn’t even sprouted when one day he said he wanted to go abroad—to see the world. His schooling was a whole Thousand and One Nights tale! The child was terrified of school. I don’t know who scared him so badly. He ran away a few times. I don’t know what that school doorman was doing, leaving the gate open for him to escape like a deer! Most of the time, when he forgot his homework, the thought of running away would enter his head. One day, the teacher told him to write the number five on the blackboard. My poor child—no matter what he did, that five came out crooked and misshapen. The teacher, Mr. Samadi, was a serious, quiet man. He didn’t say anything. But I say, a male teacher isn’t right for first grade. The neighborhood women agreed. Anyway, that day, seeing he couldn’t write the five correctly, Siavash suddenly opened the classroom door and bolted toward the yard. The teacher and vice-principal shouted after him. “Get him! Don’t let him go!” As luck would have it, the school gate was open. Two big boys from the upper grades tried to stop him. They grabbed his jacket from both sides. But the zipper was open—he slipped right out of it and ran. Those two were left standing there, holding an empty jacket, dumbfounded. Just imagine how I felt! We searched everywhere—relatives’ houses, friends’, even the police station. By evening, no news. Then one of our neighbors, Mr. Rezaei—God bless him—spotted Siavash wandering alone in the town square, jacketless. He tried to bring him into the office to warm up. But as soon as Siavash saw someone coming toward him, not recognizing him, he ran again. That year, heavy snow had fallen in Qazvin. The child was up to his waist in snow, running in blind panic, like something terrible was chasing him! In the end, the neighbor caught him and brought him inside. He was a good man—may God rest his soul. That night, I made Majid swear on my ancestors not to hit the child.


The vice-principal said I should go to school with him for a while, sit next to him on the bench. Maybe that way he’d get used to it and his fear would lessen. For a month, every day, I sat at the back of the class. Until one day, the teacher, Mr. Samadi, got angry and said, “Ma’am, please step outside!”


The neighbors said, “Your child is blessed by a saint. Go get a prayer charm, make vows—he’ll get better.” So I went to a doa-nevis, a prayer writer, hoping his charms would calm my boy’s restless heart. I don’t know if it was their prayers or if his pride was hurt that the teacher yelled at his mother, but soon after, he calmed down and went to school like a good boy. No more trouble.


Now this same child—this strapping young man—says he’s a doctoral student abroad! I’m tired of all this studying of his! He says he wants to keep going. Honestly, he’s overdoing it. First, not going to school—and now this endless studying! That’s human nature, I suppose.









The Alley


The alley of the ’60s—the 1360s in the Iranian calendar, the 1980s—meant a group of children chasing a colorful plastic ball, playing street soccer with breathless excitement, dreaming big dreams. It meant little girls playing house with plastic and fabric dolls, wearing floral skirts and bright headscarves. It meant jasmine and night-blooming stock cascading from adobe and cement walls, their fragrance filling the air and intoxicating every passerby. It meant a utility pole that, at night, in the darkness, became a silent companion for someone lonely, staring at the moon. Being an alley meant the good feeling of a father returning home after a long day’s work, knowing eager, joyful eyes waited behind the door. It meant the smell of mother’s home-cooked food reaching his nostrils, the clatter of spoons and plates greeting his ears even before he stepped inside. I was a place where stories entered in the morning on torn sneakers and old slippers, then crept back into homes at night. But memories never slept—they remained within me for centuries, perhaps forever.
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