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    Nighttime. A street front window of an apartment on the fourteenth floor of the residential Khavaran Towers suddenly opened and a man - his name Daniyal - with his head as if on fire, screamed onto the street:




    – What are you doing down there? I’m talking to you! You idiots, wriggling like a bunch of worms. What did you imagine? All of you, lawyer, minister, dustman, cook, professor, at the end you’ll be just two numbers. If you do your best, the devil take you all, and take care of yourselves, the distance between your two digits will be a hundred. Do you hear me? You’ll become stinking old farts. Just push fast forward and you’ll see. The moment you do that, you’ll see what a mess you’ve caused. You’ll understand what a bogus joke you’ve made. Now where the hell are you off to in such haste? What miracle are you going to perform that others haven’t? Why do you kill each other over a rectangular or square bit of earth? You losers! You were born unfortunate, why do you want to make it worse?




    He was silent for a second and let out his breath. He wiped his sweaty brow with his sleeve and began shouting again. This time louder:




    – On the one hand, once you’ve checked each other out, the first thing you do, meaning the easiest thing you do, is fall in love. Damn you and the things you do which no one can make heads or tails of. You fall in love and then you get married. Do you hear me?




    His mother, a scrawny, old woman, came to the window and put a piece of paper in his hand.




    – See what number this is. The radio said they’re giving sugar with coupon 243.




    Daniyal took out his glasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. He stared at the paper in his hand.




    – The number is correct –. The paper was still in his hand.




    The old woman first looked at the paper, then at the thick lenses of Daniyal’s glasses. She had braided her white hair. Not a single dark hair among the woven strands. She took the paper from Daniyal’s hand and went towards the kitchen.




    Daniyal put his hands on the window sill and began shouting again:




    – You fall in love and then you get married and then you have kids and then you become sick of each other and get divorced. And once in a while you fall in love with another while still married. Damn all of you who can’t even be like a duck and stay with one person. Stop blowing your horn, you fool! Take your hand off and pay attention to what I’m saying! The whole thing, seventy, eighty years. This means if you’re lucky, if you don’t kick the slop bucket sooner, the most you can hope for in this godforsaken place is no more than seventy, eighty years. What would you do if you stayed for seven hundred years, you heathens? I have a feeling you would be a real pain in the ass. Of course, you already are. Is there any trouble you haven’t gotten into? I swear on my honor you did whatever you wanted, and if you couldn’t, it was your own incompetence. I’m sure it wasn’t out of the kindness of your heart. Definitely incompetence. Only yesterday I read in the paper how some fellow has cut ear to ear the throats of his wife and two-year-old child for another two-legged moron like himself. I’m sure he’d have done the same if he had three children. What are you searching for? Hear me, you fools! Oye, I’m talking to you! To you, who each think you’re God’s gift to humanity. If no one has ever told you, I’m telling you now, you’re nothing special. I for one don’t lose any sleep over you and your doings. You’re not worth the earth you’re standing on. You’re not worth the grave you’ll be buried in. You should be burned. You should be burned and your ashes flushed down the toilet.




    The window was slammed shut and the man dropped on the couch. He placed his hands on his knees to stop their shaking.
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    Dorna moved her head close to the geography globe and stared at the shapes. She was searching for something. She turned the globe slowly and found the place she was looking for. Without lifting her gaze from the globe, she picked a tailor’s measuring tape from the table and measured something on the surface. She raised her hands to read the numbers of the tape under the light of the lamp. She put the tape on the table and stared at the globe again. The clatter of dishes was coming from the kitchen. Grandmother was preparing dinner. The little girl touched the globe and turned it. She moved her face closer and looked at the globe, which now had begun to spin.




    It was early January and a heavy snow was falling. Dorna glanced at her father who was looking up a number in his telephone book, and this time spun the globe with greater force. The metal base of the globe started rattling on the table. The little girl grabbed the base and once again, this time with all her strength, spun the globe. She brought her eyes as close as possible. Nothing was visible except for an opaque background of rapidly changing colors: brown, blue, green, brown, red. The colors repeated again: brown, blue, green, brown, red.




    The globe suddenly stopped moving and the little girl raised her head in astonishment. Her father had put his index finger on the North Pole and was smiling at her.




    – Have you done your homework?




    Dorna encircled her father’s large index finger with her own small ones.




    – The TV said schools are closed tomorrow. It said because of too much snow.




    The man squeezed the tip of Dorna’s nose between his thumb and index finger and went and sat on the couch. He opened the telephone book and dialed a number.




    – Hello, Mr. Nosrati. Dr. Sepehr here, Mohsen Sepehr. I have prepared the documents you had asked for. Shall I bring them to your office tomorrow?




    – Yes, come at four in the afternoon. There’s also another matter of which you need to be informed. We will talk about it tomorrow.




    The man hung up, but held on to the receiver. He looked out the window at the blackness outside, at the lights of the city’s buildings. As if he had seen something, he squinted and stared at the red dot which turned on and off within the outside darkness and crossed the diagonal of the window. Only when the airplane had disappeared from the dark frame of the window of the ninth floor did Mohsen return the receiver to its place.
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    Grandmother sliced the tomatoes on the kitchen cutting board and put them on a plate. She tasted the soup on the stove, then turned off the gas. She looked out the window. It was still snowing. She looked down: the green Fiat of her son, Mohsen, turned into the courtyard of Khavaran Towers and entered the basement parking.




    Grandmother practically shouted:




    – Dorna! Your dad’s home. Come set the table!




    She turned on the samovar; she again called Dorna. She called the girl several more times, but when the girl did not answer, she checked the living room. She was not there. She was not in her room either. The old woman got worried. She was about to leave when she heard a noise from inside the girl’s wardrobe. She went towards the wardrobe and carefully opened it. Suddenly a scream from the folds of a black chador, which was turning and twisting among the clothes, transfixed the old woman. The horrified old woman stepped back, stumbled, and fell on Dorna’s small bed. Dorna pushed the black chador aside and started laughing. The old woman froze for a second, then started laughing:




    – You little devil!




    Dorna threw herself into her grandmother’s arms. They both stayed silent for a moment. Then Dorna said:




    – Grandmother, do ghouls exist?




    The old woman pushed her hand into the soft curls of the little girl and smelled them.




    – No, my girl, ghouls don’t exist. Why do you ask?




    – Last night there were three ghouls in my dream. They were in the wardrobe.
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    Mr. Nosrati - Mohsen Sepehr’s attorney - carefully sifted through the papers in the folder on the table.




    – The documents are almost complete. Also, fortunately your divorce is amicable and, legally, Simin is not entitled to any compensation; but, concerning Dorna, I have to advise you to take better care of her. Your wife’s attorney is gathering evidence to prove to the court that you are not a suitable guardian.




    Mohsen lit a cigarette and, for a second, looked at the matchstick which was turning to ash in his hand.




    – What sort of evidence?




    Nosrati stared at a piece of paper, then put it in the folder. He removed his glasses from his eyes and, under the weak light which came in through the window, inspected the lenses.




    – Her grades have deteriorated since two months ago when you actually parted from Simin. Also, she has been to the psychiatrist twice during this period. Something that had no precedent before.




    – Dorna has nightmares sometimes. I thought I was doing good being mindful of her health but, apparently, I have to defend myself for that in court. As far as her studies go, I don’t suppose she would have done any better if she was living with Simin. Anyway, our separation is an emotional blow to her, whether she’s with me or with Simin.




    Sepehr’s attorney pushed the glass ashtray on the table towards Mohsen, and locked his fingers together.




    – Unfortunately one cannot present “suppositions” in court. In addition, she required a psychiatrist while living with you. The court is not concerned with what would have happened if she had been living with Simin.




    Mohsen made a small smoke cloud in the space between himself and Nosrati and tapped his ash into the ashtray.




    – You mean we’ve already lost?




    – Not at all. I’ll do my best. I only meant if you want the child, you have to take better care of her. That’s all.




    Nosrati got up from behind the desk and drew open the curtain in front of the window. The snow had stopped, but it was still cloudy. Mohsen looked at the painting nailed to the wall of Nosrati’s law office: a man in a train station, holding a briefcase, was staring at a departing train.




    Nosrati returned to his desk.




    Mohsen said: – You mentioned another matter on the phone.




    – Yes. To tell you the truth, yesterday Mr. Gohari, your wife’s attorney, called…




    He paused for a moment and, for no reason, stared at the back of his hands. He then continued:




    – Mr. Gohari said…




    He picked up the calendar from the desk. He put it back down.




    – He said Simin is pregnant. I’m sorry.




    The cigarette fell from Mohsen’s fingers onto the wooden desk.
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    In total darkness Hamed removed the top of the film canister with a bottle opener. He took out the film, rolled it onto a reel, placed the reel in its container, closed the top, and poured in the developer. He reached across the table for the timer, but the timer was not in its usual place. He started softly counting: one, two, three, four, five…and felt around for the timer. In the tiny, dark apartment room in the eastern wing of the eighth floor of Khavaran Towers only the sound of slow counting could be heard. Eighty-eight, eighty-nine, ninety…Someone banged on the door. His hand touched the timer in the darkness.




    – Mom, is that you?




    – Dinner’s getting cold, hurry up.




    Hundred and eighteen, hundred and nineteen, hundred and twenty. Hamed emptied the container and poured in the stop bath. After a short while, he replaced the stop bath with the fixer, made from a mixture of water and sodium hyposulfite crystals. In the darkness he pressed the button of the timer and waited. When the timer rang, a few minutes later, he turned on the light, emptied the container, took out the reel, washed the film in a tray filled with water, and removed the film. He carefully looked at the negatives against the light: they were of a nineteen- or twenty-year-old girl. He hung the roll on the wire above his head, attached a small weight at the bottom, and left it to dry.
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    Hamed was staring at the television. A documentary about humpback whales was on. Mrs. Aliyeh put the salad on the table in front of Hamed and sat across from him. She poured some soup for Hamed and herself and said with a smile:




    – I have good news for you! There’s a letter from Amsterdam.




    Hamed turned down the volume and stared at her mother.




    – From Mahnaz? When? Where’s the letter?




    The old woman tasted the soup. She picked up the saltshaker and sprinkled some salt on it.




    – Relax! The letter’s at the post office. When I returned from the bazaar this afternoon I found the postman’s note wedged in the door. Since it was special delivery and there was no one to sign for it, we have to pick it up from the post office.




    The film’s narrator says that the huge humpback whales swim five thousand kilometers at dark depths of hundred and fifty meters to reach the Gulf of Alaska.




    Hamed pushed aside his salad and wiped the corner of his mouth with a tissue.
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    He left the post office and sat in the car. He tore a thin strip off the yellow envelope. When he up-ended the envelope, a photograph fell on his knees. It was a photograph of Mahnaz taken on campus of the Engineering College in Amsterdam. He took out the letter and quickly unfolded it.




    Hello Hamed




    I really miss you. Sometimes I think coming here was a mistake. I think I should have studied in Iran and saved us both so much hassle. All I know now is that love doesn’t have anything to do with time and place. I love you as much here as I did in Iran. Sometimes I sit under a tree on campus and think only of you. This means that even with the thousands of kilometers between us, even with living in a civilized and advanced country like the Netherlands, I still feel the bonds of love - bonds of love! What a poetic interpretation! - around my neck with all my being. This means people, wherever they are, are prisoners of their love. (A puerile engineering theory of love!)




    Unfortunately I still have to settle the university accounts. There’s some administrative and paper work. The sooner I resolve them, the sooner I can see you. Oh Hamed, I love you from the very, very bottom of my heart.




    I have enclosed a photo I took yesterday morning. Please don’t judge it from any artsy fartsy photographic perspectives.




    Your (ever) loving




    Mahnaz




    He tossed the paper on the car seat and laid his head on the steering wheel. His hand uncontrollably pressed the horn. The continuous sound of the horn resounded in the street, but Hamed was in no hurry to remove his hand.
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    Soossan was lying on the bed. Half awake. The telephone rang. Once, twice, several times. Her body was battered and weak from last night. She lifted her right hand and looked at her fingers under the light coming in through the window. One of the fingers was smeared red from her lipstick. The telephone stopped ringing. She got up and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at the telephone on the nightstand, and murmured:




    – Fuckin’ garbage!




    The indistinct sounds of the neighbor’s children playing on the terrace was spilling into the woman’s apartment. It was slowly getting dark.




    As she stood up, it felt like she had fallen off a tall building. Her whole body throbbed with pain. She went towards the bathroom. A minute later she flushed and came out.




    She had forgotten to take her Tuesday pill last night. She took one from the package on the dressing table and went into the kitchen. She took a bottle of mineral water from the refrigerator and drank down the pill. The telephone began to ring again. She came into the living room, carrying the bottle, and picked up the receiver on the side table.




    – Hello!




    – Miss Soossan?




    – Listening.




    – I’m a friend of Qolam’s. He gave me your number.




    She sat on the couch.




    – Qolam the Dog!? Has he come out of prison?




    – No, but I have. I came out yesterday. He said I could call you if I wanted.




    She took a sip from the bottle.




    – Well, whaddya want?




    – I want to go in the freezer.




    Soossan glanced at the living room wall clock. Its battery was dead, and it showed an unrelated time.




    – How’s business? I mean are your pockets full?




    – I get around, yea.




    – What you say your name was?




    – Kiyanoosh, but friends call me Kia.




    – Kia?! Well, dear Kia, when do you want to go?




    – Where?




    – In the freezer, silly.




    Kianoosh said with a laugh:




    – The sooner the better.




    Soossan unwound her little finger from the receiver and started biting her nail.




    – You have a place or are you coming here?




    – I don’t have a place.




    – I’m busy tonight. Let’s make it tomorrow night. You know the address?




    – Qolam gave it to me.




    – Tomorrow night, 10 o’clock.




    She lay down the receiver. She shook her head, causing her long hair to fall around her waist. She put down the bottle next to the couch’s leg. The telephone rang again. The woman stared at the receiver for a moment and murmured:




    – Bastards!




    Then she pulled the plug.
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    Nozar, in his dainty fifty-three square-meter apartment on the fourth floor of the western side of Khavaran Towers, wiped his sweating forehead with a handkerchief, and picked up his lighter from beside the fruit bowl on the glass table in the middle of the living room set. His face had not been shaved for several days. He lit a cigarette and chucked the box on the table. He turned to Malool and Bandar, who were lounging on the couch in front of him:
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