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​Chapter 1
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Of all the sparrows perched on the willow branches near the pond in the middle of the old courtyard, it was unclear why only one flew down and settled on the old wooden windowsill. It looked around—even into Noush-Afarin's eyes—and chirped as if calling to her. Noush-Afarin's heart fluttered. She set down the glass she was holding beside Abbas-Ali's head and moved gently toward the window, careful not to frighten the sparrow.

The sparrow seemed to be waiting for Noush-Afarin. It watched her. As Noush-Afarin drew closer, the sparrow began chirping again:

"Sweetheart!"

Noush-Afarin didn't know who had spoken that word! Was it herself? The sparrow, now flying away? Or was it Abbas-Ali—her brother's friend—who, according to Doctor Ali-Khan​[1], had been lying weak and feverish in the corner of this room for several days, moaning quietly.

As the sparrow spread its wings, Noush-Afarin saw that the underside was orange. She followed it with her eyes as it rejoined the flock and chirped. The other sparrows joined in. From far away came a terrible sound—as if two or three people had fired their guns simultaneously—frightening the sparrows away from the willow tree.

"Oh my! Oh dear!"

Noush-Afarin turned toward the moaning. Abbas-Ali had opened his eyes and was groaning. The girl went to him, picked up the glass of syrup she had prepared, and said:

"Hello, Sir."

"Hello. My apologies... where am I?"

"You're in your friend's house—Doctor Ali-Khan's!"

After a moment of confusion, Abbas-Ali emerged from his daze. Gradually he remembered everything and said:

"Oh, yes. Where is the Doctor?"

Noush-Afarin replied:

"He went to the Crown Prince's residence. He made this syrup for you and said you need to drink it."

Abbas-Ali tasted the syrup. He had no desire to drink the bitter medicine. He said:

"It's like snake poison!"

The girl—fair-skinned, welcoming, and cheerful, with natural and striking beauty—placed her hand under the patient's head and slowly raised it:

"The Doctor said you must drink it."

Where did that breeze come from that touched Abbas-Ali's cheek? He inhaled gently. Without desire, he grew still:

"If you want to get well, you need to take this medicine."

The girl's hand was warm, and her voice made Abbas-Ali's heart flutter. He looked at her sluggishly and said:

"Yes, of course, certainly!"

The girl pressed the glass to Abbas-Ali's blue, dry lips. Abbas-Ali closed his eyes and drank the entire contents. His eyebrows knitted. He said:

"Snake poison would be better than this syrup!"

After saying this, Abbas-Ali added:

"Some water, please."

The girl laid Abbas-Ali's head back on the pillow and said:

"Have you ever actually had snake poison, that you keep saying 'snake poison, snake poison'?"

Abbas-Ali smiled and said:

"I've never had it, but..."

Noush-Afarin said:

"When you haven't tasted something, why do you say bad things about it?"

Abbas-Ali's heart melted! How pleasant were this girl's words and voice, her gaze and manner. Where had this girl been until now, these past days?

"Did you say you're Doctor Ali-Khan's sister?"

"Yes."

"Then why haven't I seen you before?"

"Because I mostly live with my younger brother, Abol-Ghasem. 

I sometimes visit Ali-Khan, and when I came this time, he told me to stay for a few days and take care of this old friend of mine.' I said, 'Certainly.'"

Abbas-Ali said:

"The Doctor told me you migrated during the years of war between Russia and Iran, when Iran was invaded by the Russians. But I've never asked him about your parents."

Noush-Afarin sighed and said:

"They've both been dead for years."

Abbas-Ali felt bad and thought to himself:

"I wish I hadn't asked."

Noush-Afarin, busy tidying the room, said:

"It's just me and these two brothers now."

As Noush-Afarin spoke and moved about, drawing closer to Abbas-Ali, she made him feel something he had never experienced before.

It had been just over a week since Abbas-Ali, the Savadkuh​[2] Major, had been receiving home care from his old friend, Doctor Ali-Khan—the army's physician and doctor to Crown Prince Kamran-Mirza. Doctor Ali-Khan and Abbas-Ali-Dadash-Beig had maintained their friendship through the years, sometimes serving together, sometimes apart, under Nasereddin-Shah​[3]. So, when Abbas-Ali became ill, he visited this friend from time to time. But this time, his illness had lasted longer.

"If you don't take care of yourself, you won't make it, Abbas-Ali!"

This was what Doctor Ali-Khan had told him just a few days ago, and Abbas-Ali, after a moment of wonder, had asked:

"What should I do?"

"You need to eventually leave your government work. You need to..." Abbas-Ali was watching Noush-Afarin's movements in the corner of the considerably large and empty room, where she had left a pot of food on the stove and was stirring it with a wooden spoon.

"Be careful of the stove..."

Noush-Afarin turned toward the man's gaze. A smile played on her lips. She said:

"I'm being careful, Sir."

"I'm worried it might spill on you. It's dangerous."

"Don't worry about me—I'm grown up enough already."

Abbas-Ali, feeling better, shifted his position, rested against the pillow, and said to Noush-Afarin:

"How old are you, girl?"

Noush-Afarin said:

"How old do you think I should be?"

She walked toward Abbas-Ali. The fragrance of her hair seemed to reach Abbas-Ali's nose. She said:

"Why does my age matter anyway?"

Abbas-Ali's tongue went dry against his palate. His heartbeat faster. His arms felt exhausted, as if he had been at war carrying a gun on his shoulder for ten days, as if carrying a stone. Abbas-Ali wasn't young. He wasn't inexperienced, but he didn't know why suddenly his palate and mouth felt like wood, and his body—since touching Noush-Afarin's hand—had become subtly but noticeably warm.

The warmth, though slight, could be felt in his voice.

Noush-Afarin smiled and said:

"You didn't answer, old man!"

"Old man?"

Abbas-Ali liked Noush-Afarin's tone. He sank into thought. In Noush-Afarin's tone, was there tenderness or need? Was it an arrow or a shield? He didn't know.

Abbas-Ali was gradually regaining his strength, but from the playfulness of her gaze, words broke from within him. He gained pride and lost it again.

The sound of the chain striking the doorknocker was heard. The girl jumped from her seat and went toward the sound. She walked with poise and grace. This graceful swaying wasn't a sudden movement—it was obviously her natural way.

"Must be my brother."

She opened the door.

"Hello."

Doctor Ali-Khan entered with a briefcase in hand. Noush-Afarin took the briefcase from him. 

Ali-Khan went to the pond. The gentle spring breeze played over the pond and willow tree, with sparrows spinning among the branches and chirping, and cool water that he splashed on his face.

"What's new with Major Abbas-Ali-Khan?"

"It seems to me he's well now. He should be able to stand up eventually and return to his life."

Doctor Ali-Khan smiled at his sister:

"Something wrong, Georgian girl?"

"Like what? No, I'm just saying—to me, this friend of yours is fine now!"

The Doctor walked past Noush-Afarin toward the room. He opened the wooden double doors and entered.

"Hello."

"Hello, Doctor Ali-Khan."

He sat next to Abbas-Ali-Khan, looked at him, took his pulse, and said:

"You need to get up, Major. You're well now. You need to get up and, as this Georgian girl says, eventually get on with your life."

"Life makes sense when you're with a friend!"

"You still have that sweet talk."

Abbas-Ali, out of respect for the Doctor, leaned forward, coughed softly, and said:

"I still have weakness, dizziness, and thirst in my body."

"Don't worry, man."

Abbas-Ali asked for some water. Noush-Afarin went to the jug resting against the wall in the corner of the room, poured a full glass of water, and brought it to him.

At the same time, she said to her brother:

"Today a sparrow came and sat on the windowsill. Can you believe that among all those sparrows, only one came to the window and chirped—exactly as if it were calling to me? It called me. I went. It looked into my eyes, spread its feathers, and chirped. And I don't know why my heart suddenly melted."

She handed the water to Abbas-Ali:

"Here you are, Sir."

"For being a girl, dear sister! A young girl's heart goes out even to a breeze, so when a sparrow chirps for her too, that has its own special meaning."

The sun had set, and darkness was gradually spreading its cloak toward the window and room.

"Turn on the lamp and come sit here so we can chat together a bit."

"You mean you have some kind of news from somewhere?"

Noush-Afarin said this and fell into thought again...

Her mother was sitting on the veranda and her father was shouting:

"We can't survive here anymore. Everything is falling apart. A bunch of thieves have scattered through the alleys, robbing people."

"What on earth should we do?"

Mother said, and father struck his own head:

"The same exile that others have chosen! The Russians have destroyed everything we had. They've taken our cities. They've killed us in cold blood in our own country. We no longer have a garden or a house. You can see for yourself. In a situation like this, we need to move somewhere else just like the others. We can go toward the Ottomans, or toward Iran and the Qajar​[4] government."

Mother said again:

"Do the ones who left have a happy ending that now it's our turn?"

"By leaving, we'll only find more misery."

Mother was tossing and turning, and the children had each crawled to a corner. Noush-Afarin had already positioned herself near her mother's feet, taking shelter next to her.

The sound of gunshots, the roar of invaders, and screams and cries of the wounded in the alleys from near and far could be heard, and the gray, frozen color of death right before their eyes was becoming brighter and more vivid... The Russians attacked people's homes, took whatever they saw. If anyone objected, they would beat them with rifle butts. They raped women and girls. Fear was in everyone's heart:

"What should we do?!"

Two or three days later, they too fled to the mountains and deserts, just like hundreds of other Georgian families. 

Heat and cold, long walks, and death were what they witnessed, yet they pressed on. As they fled from the invaded cities to the new borders and reached Iran, after the invasion they had neither strength in their bodies nor muscle on their bones...

Homelessness, humiliation, and hunger exhausted mother too soon. Sickness and the sorrow of exile—being far from home with its doors and walls, which no longer belonged to her anyway, and bearing the weight of walls now owned by others—had only made her drain away little by little, melt, and finally end.

She became weightless. Light as a feather. Mother flew away light, just like the sparrow that came to the wall's edge near the window this morning and chirped for Noush-Afarin.

Mother passed away only a few months after arriving in Iran. Father died a year or two later, and Noush-Afarin, not yet reaching her youth, remained in the care of her brother Doctor Ali-Khan. With hunger and exile, with permanent dread and fear accompanying her, she grew up with him and her younger brother, Abol-Ghasem.

Ali-Khan, who was in his youth at the time and had already studied medicine, continued the same practice in Iran and gradually became known as Doctor Ali-Khan in the neighborhood.

...

Noush-Afarin lit the lamp and returned. A portion of light spread across the room's whitewashed ceiling, the walls and contents between, and on the faces of those present.

Through the shutters, the cool scent of the spring season streamed in, swaying Noush-Afarin's body with it. The scent of spring. The scent of garden and soil. The scent of flowers and plants flourishing from the depths of the earth.

The scent of infinite mystery—unknown where it comes from in the world and where it's leading. The scent that seemed to be swirling for the first time in Abbas-Ali's nose, spreading the good news of another youth for Abbas-Ali...

***
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"What is it, Noush-Afarin?"

"I can't stand staying here, brother... this place strangles me over time. I want to head to the desert and run away from here. Where was that place you took me?"

"Kamran-Mirza's Palace?"

"Wherever the hell it was. How awful and stinking it smelled. It smelled of beatings, cursing, and filth. The odor of anguish."

"Are you talking about Kamran-Mirza's Palace?"

"What palace, brother?"

"It was just a cleaned-up barn. Wherever I went in there, I heard cries of poor women stolen from their families. I heard about whippings on the shoulders of people so hungry they wanted to eat each other's flesh. That was a slaughterhouse, not a palace."

"Do you hear this, Abbas-Ali? Do you hear my sister's wild words?"

"She must be homesick. Homesickness can destroy a rock, let alone humans."

"She says things that sometimes frighten me to hear."

Abbas-Ali was stunned, then came back to his senses. Noush-Afarin spun, and light spun with her. Had light and shadow mixed, or was it Abbas-Ali who thought that Noush-Afarin was part shadow and part light? Was it that in every spin of hers there was warmth, light, and gentle heat, or was he just thinking that way?

"Just as I said, she's young, Doctor Ali-Khan! Your sister is young and homesick and needs to get away. She's like a stream of water, and if you don't let a stream flow, it will break within itself. It will stagnate and putrefy. For humans, it may be worse."

...

Night had spread its shadows over them—over their talks and gathering.

"Tomorrow morning I'm coming to the Security Office with you."

Abbas-Ali said this, and the Doctor remained silent.

"So you've regained your strength now?"

Noush-Afarin smiled, and Abbas-Ali was delighted.

"Don't underestimate him too much, Georgian girl."

Doctor Ali-Khan said and added:

"This old man is still highly distinguished!"

Abbas-Ali's heart was touched, and he leaned forward to say something, but didn't.

As the words were reaching the tip of his tongue, he withdrew and kept silent.

"We didn't say he wasn't distinguished. His face is still cheerful, his hands are strong, and his chest is vigorous."

To hear these words from a girl like her made Abbas-Ali extremely happy.

He took a long, deep breath and said:

"It's thanks to your kindness and care, and the medical practice of this dear friend of mine, that I can breathe. Otherwise, this sickness would have taken the life out of me."

Doctor Ali-Khan said:

"Whatever I tell you, you need to do—the medication, the diet, and rest, all together. Remember, Agha​[5] Abbas-Ali, that the king of the land of your being is you yourself. If you rule your kingdom with justice—meaning not eating too little or too much, not being too late or too early—I'm not saying you won't get sick, you will, but not as severely. But if you oppress your body, you'll soon destroy it! The difference between a ninety-year-old and a sixty-year-old lies in these things. That's why you sometimes see ninety-year-olds who are younger than sixty-year-olds."

"And sixty-year-olds who are younger than thirty-year-olds."

Abbas-Ali said this and smiled.

Noush-Afarin secretly watched Abbas-Ali, and Doctor Ali-Khan said:

"Praising yourself, Abbas-Ali?"

It was time to rest. Doctor Ali-Khan and Abbas-Ali stayed and slept in the same room, while Noush-Afarin went to the other room—smaller and farther from this one—to sleep. But where was sleep anyway?

As night arrived and pressed her into itself, as horses and riders charged their way, carelessly trampling people underfoot. Villages and cities were burning one by one, and Noush-Afarin, a little girl between eight and nine years old, was running after her parents. There were horses and men and fire and blood, all drowning her.

Fear and restlessness. Thirst and the dreadful feeling of loneliness suffocated her. She got up, went to the veranda. A water jug and glass. She filled the glass with water, drank to the last drop, and returned to her bed.

The snoring of her brother, Doctor Ali-Khan, and the quiet sound of Abbas-Ali's breathing could be heard. He breathed in fragments, and sleep had fled from his eyes.

The shadow of a lifetime at war, a lifetime of hunger and running and fear of guns and bullets had sunk Abbas-Ali into nightmares as well. Sleep came to his eyes and fled from them, just like a hawk landing on a piece of rock. Abbas-Ali was now caught in the loop of a new thought—a thought that sometimes warmed him and at other times created distance from himself. Noush-Afarin!... As if Noush-Afarin was sitting on her knees in front of him, smiling, and wouldn't go far. She did go away, though, and would return.

***
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Five or six days passed. During this time, Abbas-Ali had become more attached to Noush-Afarin. He observed more of her manners and speech, and his heart fluttered for her. 

He was better than before. At times he wanted to say something, but his tongue wouldn't cooperate. His friendship with Doctor Ali-Khan silenced him.

Noush-Afarin's youth shamed him. Day again. Night again. Sleep again. Sleeplessness again. Noush-Afarin was asleep in the other room.

Abbas-Ali, though no longer sick, was still sleeping on a patient's mattress, and Doctor Ali-Khan was a bit farther from him. In the middle of the night, Abbas-Ali had his eyes fixed on the ceiling, thinking. Thinking, thinking, and thinking. But the night wouldn't end, the anxieties and doubts wouldn't end.

"Doctor Ali-Khan!"

"Yes!... Are you still awake?"

"I might be awake; I might be asleep—I don't know. I'm frustrated with the words I have on the tip of my tongue!"

"Say them."

"The truth is, what I want... I want to tell you something and I can't. It's been a few days since I've thought about whether to tell you or not."

Doctor Ali-Khan said:

"If something has been on your mind for a few days—whether to say it or not—then it must be important. And an important matter has to be said."

Abbas-Ali, with a hoarse voice:

"Of course, yes. Well, I'm going to say it, but you also need to help me, so I won't be embarrassed, so that..."

All night long Abbas-Ali talked to himself while Doctor Ali-Khan slept soundly. Noush-Afarin was probably also in deep sleep, as no sounds came from the adjoining room.

Abbas-Ali tossed and turned in his bed, and slowly his eyelids grew heavy and heavier until sleep took him into its depths. He sank to the bottom of the well of sleep and went and went until he reached a place where demons had made their home, and everyone in service to the great demon was bowing and praising him. They didn't see Abbas-Ali hiding in a corner behind a wall—behind that wall where his elder brother, Cheragh-Ali, was also there, and a bit farther was his father, Ali-Morad-Khan, who had just returned from the Herat war.

"Here they've made seats out of the dead, dear boy. I'm telling you something, but it's much more than you can hear. From everywhere, armies have clashed with each other. The sound of bullets, the charge of guns, and roars of riders and horses and foot soldiers from all sides—from behind the hills to the alleys and streets. 

They charge and roar, and men fall from each side, moaning. It's been two or three months since we've been here. Hesam-Ol-Saltaneh says there's no way back. Nasereddin-Shah said, 'Either take back Herat from the English and return, or there is no return. Fight and die there.' Hesam-Ol-Saltaneh says, 'We will fight and take Herat back for Iran.' Morad-Ali-Khan says the same to his son Abbas-Ali and also to his other son, Cheragh-Ali. And he himself remained there as long as he could, until he could find no way back to Alasht​[6], nor did we have a way to go to Herat.

"My mother—the youngest wife of Morad-Ali-Khan, who is young and a stranger—hits herself on the head and face, saying: 'Didn't you say you wouldn't leave me alone, you bastard! You said that—I promise until death do us part, I'll be with you—then why did you go to war? Why did you go near blades and bullets? You went and left me abandoned... Now what the hell am I supposed to do without you here, Morad-Ali-Khan?'"

And the relatives brought news that Morad-Ali-Khan was killed in the Herat war.

Abbas-Ali moaned with pain and grief and wept.

Doctor Ali-Khan woke him up.

"What's wrong, Abbas-Ali?"

"Huh?"

"Why are you crying, man? What's wrong? Were you having a nightmare?"

Abbas-Ali, disoriented and sleepy, fidgeted and spoke:

"I was in a well. At the bottom of a dark well and a long passage that became wider and longer the farther I went. It was the house of demons. There I saw my father—Morad-Ali-Khan, whom I told you we lost twenty years ago in the Herat war. Exactly twenty years ago. It's been twenty years now that I have dreams about this war and the nightmare of my father's death, and I really don't know why this nightmare and this war are endless for me."

As Doctor Ali-Khan was about to say something, roosters from outside began to crow "cock-a-doodle-doo," and morning was rising.

Doctor Ali-Khan got up and Abbas-Ali tossed and turned.

"We'll talk tomorrow. Be at ease now."

The Doctor handed a glass of water to Abbas-Ali.

"Have some water—your mouth is dry."

Abbas-Ali drank from the glass sluggishly and said:

"Tomorrow, Doctor Ali-Khan. Tomorrow, I have something important to tell you. Very important."

"Your words are always important, Abbas-Ali-Beig."

Doctor Ali-Khan said this and got up, continuing:

"Now get some sleep until tomorrow. There's still time!"

"Yes, there is!"

Abbas-Ali needed to use the toilet, but both laziness and embarrassment kept him from moving or saying a word. He closed his eyes again and this time fell asleep shortly. The next morning when he woke up, he didn't see Doctor Ali-Khan.

***
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"Hello! Are you awake?"

It was Noush-Afarin asking.

"Hello. Where is Doctor Ali-Khan?"

"He left for the Security Office an hour ago. He said he needed to go early. He had things to do, and you were asleep."

"What time is it? How long have I slept?"

"It's two hours past sunrise. You woke up late."

Abbas-Ali slowly got up.

"I was supposed to go with the Doctor to the Security station today, but I overslept."

"It doesn't matter. Rest today as well. You still need it."

Abbas-Ali wanted to get up, but he was still a bit dizzy. He lost his balance. The girl came forward and held his hand.

"Take it easy."

Her hand was warm—warm and gentle—and again Abbas-Ali experienced that feeling within himself. The feeling of happy trembling running through his veins, cheering him up.

"You need to get up slowly. Do you feel dizzy?"

The girl spoke sweetly, with that same Georgian and Turkish accent still lingering, and Abbas-Ali was speechless, not knowing what to do.

He leaned against the wall and got up.

"Where are you going?"

"To the courtyard. I'll wash my hands and face and be back."

"Oh, right. Be careful then."

Abbas-Ali stood for a few minutes to gather his strength, then while going toward the door he said:

"I'm careful. Don't worry about me. I still have my vigor."

Noush-Afarin smiled at him.

"Oh... I know! You're still young."

These words, this expression, this round face that was shining, and the fragrance spreading through the house were enough for Abbas-Ali to regain his strength. He became alive, young, and cheerful, and whispered:

"How sweetly you speak, Georgian girl."

"But how do I speak, Sir?"

Abbas-Ali was standing next to the door. He said:

"I have no idea. I just want you to keep talking constantly, and for me to listen. You have a very unique and pleasant accent."

"The truth is, more than Farsi, I'm still..."

Abbas-Ali went out. The restroom was at the corner of the courtyard, a bit farther than the pond and willow tree. When Abbas-Ali came out of the restroom, he sat next to the pond, washed his hands and face. The cool spring breeze and the chirping of sparrows and the presence of Noush-Afarin...

As he sat next to the pond, Noush-Afarin came near him too.

"You mentioned Kamran-Mirza's palace. Do you go there too?"

"I went there for work. I'd been there a few times."

"Well?"

"Sometimes I hear things there. I see things that make me regret going there again."

"But what do you see?"

Noush-Afarin said:

––––––––
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"I don't like to think about these things. I get upset. I see a bunch of wild wolves with stinking mouths who want to press themselves on you, and I stay away from them. I hate these odors and these filthy jaws."

Abbas-Ali understood her and answered discreetly. An hour passed with ongoing conversation. Abbas-Ali didn't know what he was saying or what he was hearing. Noush-Afarin was moving around the courtyard and talking, but Abbas-Ali could no longer hear what she was saying. He had drowned in her movements, drowned in the dream he had imagined for himself.

Noush-Afarin and himself. Himself and Noush-Afarin and Savadkuh. He had to think about leaving, and think about speaking. He had to wait until Doctor Ali-Khan returned home.

Abbas-Ali stood next to the pond, under the willow tree. A cool breeze and the chirping of sparrows caressed his head and face as he gazed at his surroundings. What wonderful weather it was—this Tehran weather in the middle of Farvardin​[7] in the year 1256 HS​[8].

Noush-Afarin, on the house's veranda, was standing near the stairway with a striped silk cloth in hand. She handed the cloth to Abbas-Ali. It was a handkerchief.

Abbas-Ali took the handkerchief from Noush-Afarin, smelled it, and rubbed it on his face. The handkerchief had fragrance—the scent of Noush-Afarin's hand.

"What wonderful weather Tehran has today."

"Must be the happiness in your own heart."

Noush-Afarin smiled. Abbas-Ali was thrilled, straightened his back, walked with stronger steps, and said:

"I'm going to sit at this doorway here. I want to gaze at this willow tree and listen to these sparrows."

"Then I'll bring your breakfast here."

Noush-Afarin went inside and felt the warmth of Abbas-Ali's gaze behind her. But this heat didn't burn her—she was warmed by it.

"I hope Doctor Ali-Khan comes home sooner today. I can't stand to hear anything else."

Noush-Afarin wanted the Doctor to come sooner, and Abbas-Ali wanted Doctor Ali-Khan to come home sooner as well. He wanted to speak with him. He had already told him, "Tomorrow I have something important to tell you." And now it was that tomorrow.

Noush-Afarin said:

"Have your breakfast and rest. I need to visit my brother, Abol-Ghasem. I help him with his sewing work. He sews for the military."

Abbas-Ali said:

"Be safe. And give him my regards."

"Do you know him then?"

Abbas-Ali smiled and said:

"I will eventually."

"Yes."

Noush-Afarin said this and left the house. Abbas-Ali began having his breakfast. He was upbeat and happy. The breeze was blowing. The willow tree branches bent under the invasion of sparrows.

...

"I wish you'd never experience grief! I've had grief, dear Doctor! The heartbreak of losing father, losing brother, losing son, losing uncle, and many others. I've burned, Ali-Khan. You know very well what I'm saying. Whoever hears my name from afar thinks how fortunate he is—he has a wife and family, wealth and property. At Savadkuh's base, he's also well-known and respected. “But you know—you're my friend, Doctor, and know very well—that I am someone who is 'among so many, yet utterly alone.' I have a wife, Khanum​[9]-Kuchik​[10], yes, I do, and praise God, I also have several children—daughters and sons from two wives. My first wife was Homa-Khanum. When I married her, I was still in my youth and couldn't even tell the difference between my left and right arms. I was about eighteen or nineteen. After ten to fifteen years, she became sick and gave the remainder of her life to you​[11]. I didn't remarry until after a year or year and a half. They said, 'These kids need a mother.' 'You need a wife.' 'You can't take care of your kids by yourself.' Then I married Khanum-Kuchik. From my second wife I have several more children. But honestly, neither wife was my own choice. They were nice, kind, respectable, and content. Maybe I wasn't the choice of their hearts either."

"Then what kind of woman is your heart's choice, Agha Abbas-Ali?"

Abbas-Ali became silent, and Noush-Afarin kept her eyes on him. In these past few days, through their many conversations, they were no longer strangers. 

They could look at each other at ease and—if not what their hearts said—could talk about anything else. The same went for Doctor Ali-Khan when Abbas-Ali said he longed for Noush-Afarin.

"Sorry, Agha Abbas-Ali, but old-age love has gotten into you."

"It's not about these matters. I just told you everything sincerely and plainly. And now I'm telling your elder brother—who is my old friend of many, many years, who knows about life as clearly as the palm of his hand—that I have never lived my life the way I desired. Honestly, I've always been the one other wanted me to be, and I've never really known what I wanted myself!"

"But what is it that you're seeking, Abbas-Ali?"

Doctor Ali-Khan said this as he took a cup of tea from the tray his sister had placed in front of them.

Abbas-Ali bent his head down and remained silent, wondering what to answer. The others were silent too. Later there was tea and sleep.

***
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The next morning, Abbas-Ali left the house before Doctor Ali-Khan, and they didn't hear from him until five days and nights later.

During this time, Noush-Afarin, Abbas-Ali, and Abol-Ghasem had spoken several times with each other, and they had grown quite comfortable.

Noush-Afarin had tried to wipe Abbas-Ali from her mind over and over again, yet she found that he and his smile, he and his gaze, he and his words kept coming and going right before Noush-Afarin's eyes.

She was left astonished and surprised. Her mind kept pushing her away from him, while her heart longed for him.

It was on the fifth night that Abbas-Ali returned—this time healthy and upbeat. They sat with mutual greetings and got to the proposal again.

Noush-Afarin said: "I already said 'No.' My elder brother said 'No' as well, so what has happened now for me to say 'Yes'?"

Abbas-Ali said:

"I couldn't leave. I came to propose to you again."

And he was silent. He wanted Noush-Afarin to decide at ease. He was also deep in thought.

Noush-Afarin was no longer a child and spoke frankly. She said:

"Mr. Abbas-Ali, you've already lived your life—good or bad. Isn't this proposal a bit too late?"

"Why should it be late? Don't be afraid of my illness."

Doctor Ali-Khan said:

"Illness always has a cure, but my sister isn't saying anything wrong. Just look at your own age and look at this girl's age. Your age difference is just too much. You don't understand each other. She's the girl of today, and you're a man of many years ago. There's only a shadow left of you, Agha Abbas-Ali. But this girl isn't looking for a shadow. She's after warmth, after light, and heat! I am a doctor and speak frankly. 

It's not about our sibling relationship—it's about the vast age difference between you two. And I don't think you two are right for each other."

Following her brother's words, Noush-Afarin said:

"I'm an orphan, yes. I'm a stranger here, yes. I'm naive and without expectations, yes. But I'm an enthusiastic and playful girl. I'm young and act young. You may be annoyed with me in the future. At that time, I cannot answer to myself, answer to you, and answer to your family. No, forget about this love, Sir."

Noush-Afarin's tone was cold, and whatever Abbas-Ali tried to do, whatever he was saying and all that he had said to Noush-Afarin's ears since morning had no effect. Inevitably he sighed and was silent.

...

"Don't let your tea get cold!"

He took his tea and drank it sluggishly. The window was open, and a cold breeze was blowing in, and the sparrows were singing, and Tehran was the same Tehran as yesterday. But Abbas-Ali was now heated. His throat was bitter, and his mouth tasted like snake poison. Even having the tea didn't change its taste. He placed the cup on the saucer and said:"Doctor, my friend, I've troubled you. And this girl—I wish her happiness—she went to so much trouble to take care of me. Now that it's not my destiny to have a place in this home, I'll leave tomorrow. I need to finish my work as soon as I can to leave Tehran for my hometown and take up the duty the government has assigned me. 

As you know, I'm now appointed to be Major of Babol-Kenar​[12], particularly Deraz-Kola​[13]. If during this time I've given you any burden, please forgive me..."

Silence lasted for a few minutes. Doctor Ali-Khan thought to himself:

"What if my sister wanted him? If I let him go, where in this chaotic country will another opportunity be found for Noush-Afarin?"

He looked at Noush-Afarin. She was also deep in thought and doubt.

Abbas-Ali repeated his words:

"Please forgive me."

"Now, now, you don't need to feel bad and withdraw, Agha Abbas-Ali. Wait a few more days, and we will talk again."

"What?!"

A wave of excitement, warmth, and hope poured into Abbas-Ali's body and soul. He took a deep breath, stared at Doctor Ali-Khan, and said:

"But I stayed away from this home for five days and nights. It wasn't a setback. I just wanted to give Ms. Noush-Afarin the chance to think clearly and not to reject or say yes hastily—not out of... how should I know... kindness or politeness.

"But now I'm glad that I feel as though I'm staying in this home."

Then he smiled and said:

"Why then do you kill and bring to life again? King of the world you are, While poor, I am."

"And you've become a poet."

Abbas-Ali bent his head down.

"It's the miracle of your eyes, making a poet even out of a military man."

"This girl also needs to think more."

"I have no objection. No matter how long it takes, I'll wait."

Noush-Afarin said:

"Thank you for understanding how I feel!... I need to think more. I need to talk to my brothers again."

Abbas-Ali said:

"Absolutely. If you need me to stay, then I'll stay. A few days is simple—if you need a few months, I'll still wait, until Ms. Noush-Afarin may think all she needs to and answer... no matter what answer she recognizes as her best interest."

Noush-Afarin looked at her brother. Her brother looked away toward the courtyard—toward the pond and willow tree—and said nothing.

Noush-Afarin gathered the cups into the tray and gently stood with the tray, going toward the door. She washed the cups and turned them upside down in the tray, placed the tray on the shelf, and spread a cloth on it. Then she returned to the room and sat next to her brother, Doctor Ali-Khan. A soothing wind blew into the room. The pleasant fragrance of Noush-Afarin's hair reached Abbas-Ali's nose.

A scent that reminded him of his youth—a reminder of the years when he made mountains surrender under his foot, a reminder of the years when, like a partridge, he climbed up every crevice and sang for himself. Now, after all the doubts, all the solitude and fruitless pursuits, once more blood was running in his veins. He was thirsty. Thirst pressed his throat. Abbas-Ali got up and went toward the pitcher, wrapped in a wet burlap sack, leaning next to the wall. He went to pour some water for himself—a glass of cold water.

Offering to the others:

"Here you are."

"Bon appétit!"

When Abbas-Ali drank the water, he said to Doctor Ali-Khan:

"Tomorrow I'm going out for a walk and at night—with your permission—I'll be back with two Man​[14] of dates, a sugarloaf, and some clothes for Noush-Afarin."

The Doctor said:

"I said a few more days. Noush-Afarin needs to think."

Abbas-Ali said:

"Absolutely."

Doctor Ali-Khan emphasized:

"You need to speak with Noush-Afarin yourself. You can see that she is a grown woman, a wise and mature person."

"Absolutely, I'll talk to her myself. I know that she'll accept. I know women very well."

Doctor Ali-Khan smiled and said:

"If you didn't, you wouldn't be greedy for a girl who's over forty years younger than yourself."

Abbas-Ali said:

"You're my friend and like my own soul, Doctor Ali-Khan. I give my word to you that I will make this girl happy. 

You are aware that I've been appointed to be the Major for Babol suburbs and Savadkuh. I've become the head of security services. My financial and property status is not bad either. I'll keep your sister on my eyes​[15]."

"I also need to talk to Abol-Ghasem again."

"Absolutely, go ahead. And I'm going to talk to Noush-Afarin, and you speak to her too. She's young and possibly seeking a young husband."

Abbas-Ali said:

"But if a young husband's hand is empty, with no wealth and shelter, what good will it do for her? She needs a man who has life experience, who knows how to bring happiness to his wife, who..."

"Don't praise yourself too much, Mr. Abbas-Ali."

Doctor Ali-Khan said this with a smile.

Abbas-Ali said:

"I'm not praising myself; I meant that..."

Noush-Afarin cut him off and said:

"I know what you mean. You needed to wait five more days. Why such hurry?"

She was reviewing what she had said to Abbas-Ali the day before. Why weren't the sparrows around? The wind was moving the willow tree branches, but the flock of sparrows was nowhere to be found.

...

Noush-Afarin was sitting near the pond and didn't want to go back to the room. She knew the topic was still about her. She knew that this man wouldn't leave her be. He wasn't a bad man, of course. In his face and eyes—his attractive eyes—there was something that made Noush-Afarin content. Noush-Afarin was disturbed by being displaced, a burden on her brother, going to other people's homes, dealing with abusive eyes, and going to Kamran-Mirza's palace. She was terrified. Meanwhile, in Abbas-Ali's attitude, something gave her peace. Noush-Afarin wanted to marry. She wanted to be herself, to have a husband and peace in her own room and in her own bed, but no one knew her, and no one knocked on their door with a proposal. As she went here and there, filthy looks and lustful hands bothered her and made her terrified. Noush-Afarin was still a stranger here. With her brothers, they were still strangers here—without any roots in a place that didn't know them. She had lost her parents and had no refuge. She wanted something to lean on. Could Abbas-Ali be her refuge? Her safeguard? She didn't know. She had doubts. Hope and anxiety had both clung to her heart. She came back to her senses, washed the dishes for the second and third time, and only then got up to return to the room.

Both men were going out shoulder to shoulder.

"Goodbye. Take care, dear Noushi."

"I'm careful, dear brother."

The Doctor and Abbas-Ali left the house. Noush-Afarin remained behind the door and for a moment felt that the weather was getting cooler and the sparrows were singing more beautifully, and the pond's water was cleaner, and her heart was racing now.

She went inside the room, looking for a mirror she had hidden in a corner. She wanted to see herself in it. She wanted to smile in the mirror.

Tomorrow she would have another day. She knew a great incident was happening in her life. Who was this Abbas-Ali? And suddenly where did he come from? And what am I doing to myself? Where is this man standing and where am I? A 16-year-old girl and a man over the age of 60, but the good thing is that the four pillars of his body are still strong. Well, he was a military man and from the mountains. A wild one always remains wild, even if age is considered. If he lives long, he would still be wild with strong paws. Abbas-Ali's eyes are still like the eyes of a wolf—bright and dangerous.

Dangerous and kind. His eyes are attractive.

She smiled to the mirror:

"Where did you suddenly come from, old man?"
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​Chapter 2
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Ten days later, everything had happened. Now it was Abbas-Ali, Noush-Afarin, and a little house they had gotten for their shared life. Abbas-Ali was young again. He walked firmly, breathed comfortably. His legs and hands accepted any weight.

"Congratulations, by God's grace!"

"Thank you, Doctor. It was your kindness."

"I showed kindness, so now you also be kind and a good husband to my sister. I've given her to you. She has no one else other than me and Abol-Ghasem in this city and land."

"I will keep her as the apple of my eye, Doctor. She's now my honor—a remembrance of my dear old friend, Doctor Ali-Khan, and the sister to Abol-Ghasem, whom I love just like my own sons."

Abol-Ghasem said:

"Thank you. You've been bothered a lot these past few days."

Abol-Ghasem replied:

"What bother? Whatever I did was for my sister, and I'm happy about it."

Noush-Afarin said:

"Bless you, my dear brother!"

Doctor Ali-Khan said as well:

"Be happy! Now go on to your life with health and joy!"

"Goodbye."

Abbas-Ali took Noush-Afarin arm in arm—she wore new clothes and was beautiful and well-groomed—and they headed toward their own home, which they had rented in the same alley. Abol-Ghasem, two or three neighbors, and Doctor Ali-Khan too—along with the sound of Daf​[16] and other instruments—accompanied them to the new home.

They had refreshments and pastries, and later, one by one, said their goodbyes and left...

The bride and groom were alone now.

The room carried the scent of Espand​[17], flowers, and the fragrance of a new bride. Abbas-Ali-Khan had also groomed himself—he was clean and tidy. Noush-Afarin smiled at him. Abbas-Ali said excitedly:

"Welcome to your home, Georgian girl!"

Noush-Afarin looked around her and said:

"How quickly it all happened."

"It wasn't that long, though. It took about twenty-six or seven days."

"How strange life's games are. Only a month ago, neither you nor I knew each other. But now we're here—two people who were strangers a month ago, now husband and wife, here next to each other in a private room, on a soft mattress."

"God still loves me."

"How so?"

Abbas-Ali said:

"If He didn't love me, I wouldn't have you right now. Anyway, welcome to your home."

Noush-Afarin looked at him very gently, then opened her arms before him:

"Enjoy, my handsome old man!"

With these words, Abbas-Ali was filled with passion, desire, joy, and intoxication. Noush-Afarin wasn't just a girl—she was the scent of Spring. She wasn't just a woman but a fresh jasmine flower. She knew what to say and do. Abbas-Ali had flown to her, took breath from her, and fresh air and blood ran faster in his veins. He forgot himself—his illness and old age of the past two or three weeks, being at the peak of his sickness, and now... Abbas-Ali couldn't believe it, but this beautiful girl was his wife. He looked at her. She smelled of jasmine. Abbas-Ali breathed her in. He closed his eyes and inhaled her scent. The warm breath of the woman intoxicated him. He opened his eyes. He pulled Noush-Afarin close to him and both sank into each other. There was the water and a thirsty land. There was rain and a desert. There was the scent of flowers and the breeze from behind the window blowing toward them, caressing them—their body and soul.

How extraordinary was Tehran's spring. How wonderful was the breeze, and how fresh a melody would be played tomorrow!

"Let this window stay open till tomorrow morning. I need fresh air, Abbas-Ali. The air seems so thin..."

Abbas-Ali embraced Noush-Afarin again. His hands moved through her fragrant, straight, short hair—on her earlobes, on her cheeks and lips. 

Their hot breath had warmed their cheeks. While Abbas-Ali was kissing Noush-Afarin's lips, Noush-Afarin was caressing Abbas-Ali's hair. They entwined around each other and their breathing quickened...

What a night it was, and how fresh was the taste of dawn's breath behind the windows.

Where did the wind come from, and from where did it bring you? Where did the rain come from, and melt me into you? The rain, and wind and breeze are all you, Noush-Afarin ... The sun and earth learned from us how to embrace one another. The world is breathing for us tonight. Where did you come from, Georgian girl? The one who became the remedy of my wounds and led my heart to youth? ...

Noush-Afarin gave an intoxicated smile and said:

"You're a poet now, Abbas-Ali dear. Congratulations!"

Abbas-Ali was spinning with joy from the intoxication of this cup he had drunk. Noush-Afarin, warmer than ever, was gazing at the window, at the room, and at the life she had just begun.

Abbas-Ali smiled at her:

"Hello."

"Hello, my old man! Hello, my husband! My sanctuary!"

They needed to get up, and they did. Life had given them fresh blood. Love had made them young. Noush-Afarin was full of hope and the fragrance of youth, and Abbas-Ali was full of her and the love he had drawn from her eyes, from the fullness of her hair, from her smile and her cheeks. Noush-Afarin’s love had made him strong. Like the sun, she had shone upon him. His life was full of light now. 

Even If the sound of a cannon fired now, he felt no fear. They were together. Hands were warm and legs were full of life's power.

"Mind the house. I'm going out - need to stop by the supply center. I'll take care of my business and come back."

"Come back soon, alright?... Don't leave me alone!"

"I'll be back soon."

Abbas-Ali pulled her into his arms.

"I won't leave you alone. You're my life. How could I walk away from my own life?"

...

They kept Abbas-Ali in Tehran for a few months. During this time, Noush-Afarin had the chance to grow closer to him, to spend more time with her brothers, to feel more hopeful about her life. Noush-Afarin wanted them to stay in Tehran forever, but it wasn't possible. It didn't happen. The Security Office called Abbas-Ali back to Deraz-Kola.

"We don't have much furniture, Noush-Afarin, but get things ready for our departure."

"When?"

"Within the next two or three days."

Summer had passed. It was mid-Aban​[18]. Autumn arrived with a biting wind that came and went, stinging.
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The forest, the dense tall trees reaching toward the sky, mountains, plains, and desert—all entirely green. Endless green as far as the eyes could see, and the wonderful scent of spring rain carried on the breeze, touching Noush-Afarin's head, her face, and her hair, lifting her mood. An eternal pleasure. Noush-Afarin closed her eyes to make this vision endless, so that this constant green, this infinite radiant and refreshing feeling would never end.

"How can I believe all this happiness, Abbas-Ali? All this greenery and gentle coolness? All this beauty?"

"Just knowing that you like it, is a world of happiness for me," Abbas-Ali said, and added:

"This is my territory! I'm the Major of this region—Deraz-Kola."

"How wonderful!"

Noush-Afarin moved closer to Abbas-Ali, took his hand, and squeezed it firmly:

"I have a powerful husband."

"Yes, your husband is the Major of this region, “Deraz-Kola”, or old “Bar-Foroosh”, as it used to be called, is quite a vast region, as you can see"

"You mean you're the Major of just this region? This green plain and mountain, and this stream winding behind you?"

Abbas-Ali pulled Noush-Afarin to him and said:

"I'm only in charge of taking care of you."

Then he gazed into Noush-Afarin's eyes and continued:

"Including that passenger who made the journey from Tehran to here with you and didn't even make a peep."

Noush-Afarin nestled into Abbas-Ali's arms and said:

"It did make sounds, but you didn't notice because you're the father. But I did, because I'm a mother and your passenger is in my belly!"

A wave of excitement and joy ran through her veins and warmed her. She repeated to herself: "Mother, I'm going to be a mother."

"How strange the feeling of becoming a mother is, Abbas-Ali."

She wondered and sighed:

"It was probably hard for my mother too, Abbas-Ali, when I was in her belly. It's hard when you have a baby in your stomach—fleeing here and there from fear of bullets, taking refuge in the mountains and deserts. Tired and hungry, a child in your arms, a baby in your stomach, constantly running and falling. The sound of bullets and the clip-clop of horses and their riders behind her, and the fear of falling to the ground and not being able to get up again. I'm that child in her arms. I was still a child then. I told you before that I was seven or eight years old. I kept falling under people's hands and feet. My mother, also with a baby in her stomach, from the intense running and fear, had a miscarriage."

Abbas-Ali said:

"From now on you need to take extra care of yourself. That baby in your stomach is God's trust."

"Your trust or God's?"

"First it's God's trust, then it's mine."

"I'm careful, old man. Don't worry about me."

It was almost sunset. Major Abbas-Ali had finished his daily tasks at the Security Office and had come to get Noush-Afarin to walk around the area and return home. They had taken their walk and now it was time to go back home. Their home was in Seyyed-Kola village, in Mir-Naghi-Mousavi's house. It was near the residence of Abbas-Ali's second wife, Khanum-Kuchik, who was living in Deraz-Kola—only a few alleys away from where Abbas-Ali and Noush-Afarin were staying.

How Abbas-Ali treated his wives—whether with his first wife, Homa-Khanum, who had died years back, or with Khanum-Kuchik—was in such a way that it would never lead to arguments and commotion.

He himself, the Alasht region, and the “Paloni” tribe had all accepted polygamy, and each had several wives for various reasons, and Abbas-Ali was no exception to this practice.

His first wife, Homa-Khanum, was deceased. Abbas-Ali had four sons and three daughters from her. His eldest son was “Fathollah-Khan”, Captain Fathollah, who had also gone to war with the Afghans and never came back. The heartbreak over this child was always with Abbas-Ali.

"Captain Fathollah was the light of my life."

"Peace be upon him. He was brave—a true military man, a champion."

Abbas-Ali sighed deeply and said:

"My son died young. I had my eye on him. He was my eldest. I wanted to celebrate the best wedding ceremony for him. 

I wanted to give dinner and lunch to all of Alasht at his wedding. I did too, but it was very brief. I made him a groom, but with a widow. 

My brother, Fazlollah, died at 26. He was the light of my eyes too—he was my brother. His wife was young, becoming a widow. She had two daughters—Nunush-Khanum and Kokab. They were the memory of my young, dead brother. I didn't want them to grow up under a stranger, to see disrespect and humiliation, to be the wretched stepchildren in a stranger's home. We Alashtis have our own culture. Good or bad, we don't marry strangers, and we don't give our women to strangers either. Whatever it is, we want it to be among ourselves. For this reason, I told my eldest son—who was brave and a champion, the light of my eyes—to marry his late uncle's wife. 'I will personally provide for you and my brother's children's lives, and you don't need to worry about their needs.' My sister-in-law was still very young—young and beautiful. My son bowed his head and didn't say a word. My late wife, Homa-Khanum, his mother, said:

"'Congratulations, dear son!'

"My son raised his head and looked at his mother, Homa-Khanum, and me. His eyes showed agreement. They sparkled. He said:

"'Whatever you think is best!'

"We rolled up our sleeves and invited the relatives, and everyone offered their congratulations. By this, my eldest son, Fathollah-Khan, became the husband of his late uncle Fazlollah's wife, and his uncle's daughters became his own stepdaughters—Nunush-Khanum and Kokab.

"Fathollah didn't live long, you see. Do you know what I'm saying?

"Fathollah-Khan, like me, like his grandfather Morad-Ali-Khan, and like his eldest uncle, the great Cheragh-Ali-Khan, entered Savadkuh's base. After several months, he was deployed to Afghanistan, and he too was killed in that same Herat war. Whether it was a few days before his grandfather Morad-Ali-Khan's death or a few days later, it's not known. But both were killed in the Herat war."

Doctor Ali-Khan sighed and said:

"Death is the destiny of all of us, Abbas-Ali. How we die isn't very important. The truth is, we humans didn't come here to stay—we came to grow like a plant and dry up after a while. We're all dried up, Abbas-Ali. Where are my parents? This girl whose hand you're asking for today is an orphan. She has lost her father and mother, and many others of her family members too."

Abbas-Ali's eyes were drawn toward Noush-Afarin, who was in the corner of the room and seemed to be busy mending a tear in a shirt.

"You know very well, but this girl doesn't. I'm also Georgian on my maternal side, and I also have a distant family connection with you. If this weren't the case, it's possible we might never have come to know each other and today wouldn't be gathering in one room under these lamps."

Noush-Afarin turned to them with astonishment:

"You mean you're our relative?"

"Distant relatives, or at least from the same homeland—on my mother's side. My own mother was Georgian as well. Morad-Ali-Khan had a Georgian wife too, and I'm from her. Because I have Georgian blood, my brothers and sisters sometimes call me a stranger or half-stranger and mock me."

Doctor Ali-Khan said:

"So, if this new marriage is settled, what would they call you now? A complete stranger?!" And he smiled.

Abbas-Ali-Khan said:

"They're very demanding and conservative, but my ears are full of all this talk, Doctor. They do their own thing, and I do what my heart tells me."

"So what does your heart tell you to do, man?"

Doctor Ali-Khan had a cheerful smile, and Abbas-Ali was looking at Noush-Afarin while Noush-Afarin bent her head and continued sewing.

"Let's leave the past and what was done aside. Tomorrow I'll be going to Kamran-Mirza's residence, as I am the physician of his household anyway. I need to be at both the base and at Kamran-Mirza's home. You can also go ahead and take care of your affairs. Prepare outfits for yourself and your bride so we can, God willing, finish this."

Noush-Afarin was deep in distant thoughts, and Abbas-Ali was thinking about another wedding ceremony. Which of this old man's several marriages was this, as Noush-Afarin would say?

Abbas-Ali had no more springs left, and Noush-Afarin was at the peak of her spring. For this reason, at times immense sadness grabbed Abbas-Ali by the collar:

"What are you doing, man? Why are you tying this girl's destiny to yours? You're the sunset on the edge of the roof, and Noush-Afarin is still a young woman..."

Abbas-Ali couldn't lie to himself. This sick body had dragged him along for 63 years—shoulders and knees full of wounds. He was tired but still walked, still ran, still saw tomorrow brighter than today.

"When the light of one's heart is still burning, old age and weariness become meaningless."

Abbas-Ali said this to Noush-Afarin, and Noush-Afarin bent her head and said:

"I don't have your experience, but my brother says you can lean on this friend and distant relative of ours. After all, one of his veins is Georgian and from our own people."

Abbas-Ali, facing Noush-Afarin, said:

"Girl, God is great. I will do my best to bring you to peace and happiness. Don't worry about anything."

"I'm worried about your illness, Sir—the anxiety about a tomorrow I don't know, and the misery of confronting your family, your wife and children, the cousins, and who knows, the families and all others. I'm frightened—frightened of these things, Abbas-Ali."

Abbas-Ali, facing her, said:

"I'm with you! My children are as well. All our attention will be on you. Tomorrow will surely be better than today. The sun never shines from the same place as yesterday."

Noush-Afarin said:

"But my woman's intuition says otherwise."

"Tomorrow is not seen by you or me!"

"Don't be so restless, woman! It's been a few months now that you're living with me—haven't you gotten to know me by now?"

"I have."

"Then trust your man."

"I trust you."

Noush-Afarin said this and smiled at Abbas-Ali.

"Tomorrow or the next day we will leave for Alasht."

"Alasht! What a strange name your hometown has!"

Abbas-Ali said:

"Good or bad, I miss it. The children are waiting for us—or maybe I just imagine so. I mean my own children. It's been a long time since they got news of my marriage."

"Not to mention a young wife. It's like you married your granddaughter, old man."

Abbas-Ali spun around:

"I'm not that old, am I?"

"You're not! I know you're not. I'm just teasing my man."

Noush-Afarin said this and pressed herself to Abbas-Ali's chest.

Abbas-Ali caressed her cheeks and said:

"We need to get ready. We have a difficult journey ahead."

"With you, no distance is difficult, Abbas-Ali. In these few months that I've lived with you, I've come to know this. You give love to a person, you give life, and you give peace."

Abbas-Ali, filled with joy, pulled Noush-Afarin to himself. Warmth and intoxication ran through all his veins. His body's blood became hot. He kissed his wife's cheeks and said:

"I need to say a prayer of gratitude."

Noush-Afarin caressed Abbas-Ali's cheeks and said:

"I need to say the same prayer."

...

Night had settled on their shoulders. Dreams and fantasies came and went. It was like the intoxicated chirping of sparrows on the rooftops at dawn, the bright daylight of morning. The morning that came was inevitable and pulled them along. It was a long, vigorous, and demanding journey. But they had already stepped onto this path—a road to tomorrow, a road full of thorns and rocks.
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​Chapter 4
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As difficult as meeting Abbas-Ali's family was for him and his young wife, the extremely rough journey they’d taken was not. They had traveled along a narrow mountain path, through thorns and rocks, winding through hills and peaks.

The thorns and rocks, the distance and hardships of the road—all of this was far easier for Noush-Afarin to bear than the frowns she saw on the faces of the men and women at the entrance to Alasht. Those cold stares stung Abbas-Ali even more deeply.

Though Abbas-Ali had told Noush-Afarin that his children were waiting eagerly for her arrival, he knew perfectly well that no one was expecting them. He understood that neither he nor his new bride would be given any Sacrifice​[19], but honestly, he hadn't anticipated this level of coldness—such hostility and bitterness. The angry expressions, tight-lipped faces, and words more venomous than a serpent's bite:

"Why did you come here? You should have stayed in the capital and enjoyed yourself!"

"You'd better get the hell out of here and go back to your pleasures, Abbas-Ali-Dadash-Beigi!"

"No one's rolling out the red carpet for you here, Abbas-Ali-Beig."

"You wanted a wife? You had one. You wanted a young wife—couldn't find one here? 

Weren't there any young women among your own relatives? You could have come and taken so-and-so's daughter. Your family, after all—they would have given you one, wouldn't they?"

"How is she family, Khan? His mother was Georgian too. Have you forgotten? Back then we didn't say anything to Morad-Ali-Khan, who was our elder. He had several wives from among us. But what can we say to this foolish Abbas-Ali? Doesn't he understand that by doing this, he's bringing foreign blood into our lineage?"

"But you know our traditions—we consider it bad luck to take a wife from strangers, or to marry one off to them. If everyone went chasing after outsiders, we wouldn't have any pure bloodlines or real families left by now. We'd all be 'Dadash-Beigi.'"

Esmaiel spoke in a dry, bitter tone: "So where did you find this woman?"

"She's young and beautiful, but why would she marry an old man?"

"What scheme does she have in mind? Only God knows."

"Run from this beautifully striped snake, Dadash-Beigi. This woman is definitely after your inheritance—otherwise, with all that charm and youth, why would she marry you?"

Abbas-Ali's head throbbed from hearing these words. He faced them all, stood defiantly, and declared loudly:

"I took a wife—so what? I did well for myself. She's young—fine by me! I wanted her myself. She's a stranger? No, she isn't. Actually, she's related to my late mother, may she rest in peace. A pure Georgian, just like my father's family—with nobility and proper lineage."

Silence fell over everyone. All heads bowed, speechless.

"It's been a difficult journey for Father's bride to get here. Be kind."

It was Nunush-Khanum who spoke these words. Behind her stood her sister Kokab, who also chimed in:

"I should go make some tea!"

Abol-Hassan, Nunush-Khanum's husband and son of the late Cheragh-Ali-Khan (Abbas-Ali's brother), also said:

"Instead of welcoming them, we've gathered here to quarrel. For God's sake, this is shameful."

"What terrible people we are. Welcome, aunt─ my aunt-in-law."

"Congratulations!"

"How surprising that your tongues have finally turned to kind words."

This came from Nabat-Khanum, Abbas-Ali's daughter.

Now, one by one, they began speaking peacefully with Abbas-Ali and his young wife. Noush-Afarin still hadn't spoken. She was exhausted from the journey. They had spent hours among the mountains—just her and Abbas-Ali, along with the people who had joined them along the way and then separated at the animal crossroads. Everyone had headed toward their own destination: a herd, a black tent, or a wooden cottage—places where it was clear that only a few families lived together near their livestock and forest lands.

They had crossed many mountains consecutively to reach the higher peaks. They would stop and gaze at their surroundings: clean air heavy with humid scents, the sparse forest and wild vegetation, snow on the mountaintops and in the steep ravines and mountain crevices, all left in shadow.

The scent of snow, the mountain fragrance, the smell of grass, and the endless freshness that swept through the air made Noush-Afarin's spirit soar.

"How wonderful this weather is! These mountains and peaks! This silence and the majesty of the world—it could drive a person mad, Abbas-Ali. Just look at these rock formations and the grass growing everywhere. At the..."

Abbas-Ali was thrilled to see his young wife's excitement. He took her hand and caressed it. Her warmth and enthusiasm had lifted his spirits as well.

Everything here was different. Abbas-Ali's health improved in these mountains. He would forget his illness, and with more hope than he'd felt yesterday or today, he thought about his tomorrows. He thought of his children, his grandchildren, and now more than anyone, he thought about Noush-Afarin and the future that lay ahead of her.

Noush-Afarin moved closer to Abbas-Ali, and he held her warmly in his arms, saying:

"I was raised here, among these peaks and ravines. But of course, I left for Tehran in my youth. In Tehran, after wandering around for a while, like all my other relatives, I joined the Savadkuh military force. For better or worse, I spent my life in the service. Wherever they wanted me to go, I went. Whatever they ordered, I did. I've seen plenty of cold, heat, hunger, and hardship. Plenty of it."

"Then when did you find time to have so many children?" Noush-Afarin asked with a laugh.

Abbas-Ali only kissed her without saying a word. He sighed and then said:

"We need to move faster before dark."

"There must be wolves in the dark too."

"There are!" Abbas-Ali replied. "But I'm here. After all, I'm a child of these peaks and I know the language of wolves—sometimes even better than human language..."

Once again, they emerged into the open. They had passed another steep slope and another peak—the cliffs and rocks and the narrow mountain road, the scent of grass, the smell of snow, the cool breeze and the beginning of autumn. Herds in the distance. And now it was as if the world lay beneath their feet.

So where was Alasht? On top of the mountain? Up in the peaks? Was Alasht riding on the back of the earth? Abbas-Ali's village and his people—the people who were now sitting before her, gathered around the large, ornately plastered room of the late Morad-Ali-Khan's residence. Women and men, children and adults filled the room. Most of them were tall and fair-skinned, with hazel eyes, long and thin features, and somewhat aquiline noses. When they spoke, they had thick accents that Noush-Afarin found difficult to understand. But from their faces and expressions and some familiar words, she knew what they were saying—or thought she knew.

Of course, Abbas-Ali wasn't trying to help Noush-Afarin understand what they were or weren't saying. He didn't like the coldness in their speech or the curses and hidden mockery in their words. They were more Caspian than Aryan. It seemed as if they had been raised in the heart of a cultural island. Through generations and generations, across various decades and centuries, they had defended their customs, language, beliefs, and ideas with prejudice against other ethnic groups and neighbors. 

They wanted to remain themselves—exactly what they were, with the same clothes, the same language and expressions, the same beliefs. And for this reason, it was difficult for them to interact with others, to mingle, to marry outside their group or give their women to outsiders. They preferred to find wives among themselves, to find husbands among themselves.

Abbas-Ali knew this, and yet he had married Noush-Afarin. His father, Morad-Ali-Khan, had done the same thing. His fourth wife had been an outsider—a Georgian, Abbas-Ali's own mother. And now Abbas-Ali had done it too. But he hadn't set out to break traditions. He hadn't been looking for a foreign wife either—it had just happened. If he hadn't fallen ill, if his treatment hadn't brought him to Tehran and to the doctor's house, and if he hadn't stayed in Tehran all that time, perhaps this situation would never have occurred. But Abbas-Ali did become sick and went to Tehran, to his friend's house—Doctor Ali-Khan's—and there he had laid eyes on Noush-Afarin, and his hands and heart had trembled.

Where had Noush-Afarin been all that time, that Abbas-Ali had never seen her before? He couldn't remember her growing up in his friend's house, even though he had always been close to Doctor Ali-Khan. But Abbas-Ali hadn't seen her until that day—or if he had, he hadn't noticed the warmth of her presence, her hair's fragrance, the hidden fire in her eyes, and the heat of her feminine words that would make him fall apart, grow warm, turn to her face and into her eyes. In gazing into her eyes, his heart would flutter, and his veins would expand and grow hot, and the intoxication of it all prevented him from speaking, as if words wouldn't form properly in his mouth.

"Did you say you're Doctor Ali-Khan's sister?"

"Yes. I'm Doctor Ali-Khan and Abol-Ghasem's sister."

"Where have you been all this time, and what have you been doing, girl, that I never saw you before?"

"You're Abbas-Ali-Khan, my brother's friend—Major at the Tehran Enforcement base."

"I am, yes. I'm Doctor Ali-Khan's friend. We've known each other for years. I've come here many times, but I've never seen you."

"I mostly live with my brother Abol-Ghasem. I also travel here and there for work."

"What kind of work?"

"Most of the time, I work at Prince Kamran-Mirza's house. Whenever my brother goes there, I go too to help with the lady cooks and the aunties..."

***
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The night was growing late. It was time to leave. Everyone stood and said their goodbyes to the bride and groom.

"By God's grace, may you be together for a hundred years."

"So how old will the groom be by then?"

"Good grief, would you please stop with these jokes?"

"Absolutely."

"You're still a bride and our guest—make yourself at home."

Kokab-Khanum whispered in Noush-Afarin's ear and gently pinched her arm.

"I'm not exactly a new bride. It's been months since I married Abbas-Ali. We were in Tehran until now."

"Well, you still need to get some rest."

"They've assigned Abbas-Ali to the Deraz-Kola base. He's now the Major of the Enforcement Office there, and we're here to live."

"In Alasht?"

"No, in Bar-Foroosh, in Deraz-Kola."

"Khanum-Kuchik is there too. Have you met her?"

"Khanum-Kuchik? Yes, Abbas-Ali and I have visited her several times already. She's kind. She didn't complain or make a fuss."

"Of course she wouldn't complain in your presence. But in her heart—who knows what she really thought?"

Nunush-Khanum approached. A boy about three years old followed behind her—an adorable, lovely child!

"How cute he is! Is he your son?"

"Yes, Cheragh-Ali."

"Cheragh-Ali? Abbas-Ali-Khan's brother had the same name, didn't he?"

"Yes, he was this child's grandfather. My husband, Mr. Abol-Hassan-Khan, named his son after his father, Cheragh-Ali. We call him Cheragh-Ali junior."

"God bless him. One day, this Cheragh-Ali will also be a great man!"

"God willing!"

Nunush-Khanum said, then added: "I apologize, I was tidying the house."

"How kind you are," Noush-Afarin replied.

Nunush-Khanum embraced her aunt and said: "You're our father’s wife, and we love our father very much."

Nunush and Kokab—Abbas-Ali's nieces and Fazlollah's daughters—called their uncle, who was their guardian, "Father." They loved him dearly. Abbas-Ali, in memory of his late brother, loved them very much in return.

"May your hearth always burn bright!" This was Nunush-Khanum's blessing for her uncle Abbas-Ali and his young bride, Noush-Afarin.

She too left the room.

"May the light of your lives burn on," Abbas-Ali said to everyone, then returned to the room. He turned to Noush-Afarin and said:

"For better or worse, these are our relatives! The great dynasty of 'Palani.' I'm Dadash-Beig—Abbas-Ali-Dadash-Beig. And these are all grandchildren and great-grandchildren of Soleiman-Khan, my grandfather Haj-Mohammad-Reza-Khan, and my father Ali-Khan. We're all connected like links in a chain."

"Poor us strangers among you Alashtis​[20]," Noush-Afarin said with a yawn, and a tear rolled down her cheek.

"Time for bed."

"I'll spread the bedding," Abbas-Ali said, going to a corner of the room where the bedding was stacked—in the storage area where it was arranged neatly in a pile covered by a white sheet. Abbas-Ali moved the white sheet aside. The musty smell of the bed linens wafted into his nose.

"It's been some time since anyone lived here."

This was Abbas-Ali's ancestral home—the large residence of his father, Morad-Ali-Khan, in the "Sitiagh" region of Alasht. It had been years since Morad-Ali-Khan was killed in the Herat war, and since then this house—despite all its grandeur—had become stained and neglected.

"A house that can't keep its master is not a house—it's a cemetery. This house, with all its majesty, wasn't loyal to my father either. My father could have stayed in this house for years and years, Noush-Afarin, but he left. The war took him from us. War took my son from us too. Cheragh-Ali-Khan also died, in a way, because of these wars."

"Did you say Nasereddin-Shah killed him?"

"Yes. Cheragh-Ali-Khan was my older brother. He was fearless. He was brave."

Noush-Afarin sat beside the bedding that Abbas-Ali had spread at the upper end of the room and asked: "How did the king kill Cheragh-Ali-Khan?"

"For seven years, the 'Khans' and local rulers in the Kermanshah region—Kurdistan or Lorestan, what's the difference?—had refused to pay taxes to the central government during tax collection. Whoever was sent couldn't collect taxes from those people.
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