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Dedicated to the brave women of Iran






When my life was no longer anything,

Nothing but the tick-tock of a wall clock,

I discovered that I must,

That I absolutely had to

Love madly.

Forugh Farrokhzad, The Window




Ocean waves begin their journey thousands of miles out at sea. Their form, size, and shape come from the speed of prevailing winds in the atmosphere, the power of currents hidden beneath the sea, and their “long fetch”—the distance between a wave’s point of origin and its point of arrival… Events that seem to appear in the present from out of nowhere in actuality have a long history behind them.

George Lipsitz, Footsteps in the Dark








Part One






ONE

December 1981

I stood on the lacquered floor—a small woman in black with a rectangular name badge on my chest. My coiffed, contented look was calculated so I’d appear not just satisfied but quietly superior. In America, I’d learned the secret to being a successful salesperson was to act like one of the elite, as if spritzing perfume on customers’ blue-veined wrists were doing them a favor.

A sea of haughty New Yorkers swerved to avoid my spray. Thank God for the more down-to-earth women—the cooks and bakers coming up to the first floor from the basement home goods section—they were too polite to reject the fragrant droplets I offered. Orange, lily, jasmine, and rose notes nestled in the lines of my palms and the fibers of my clothes.

“Look at you, Ellie! Soon you’ll take over this whole brand. I better watch my back!” My friend and coworker Angela, returning from her cigarette break, sidled up and whispered in my ear. The scent of her Hubba Bubba gum couldn’t hide the smoke on her breath.

I shivered at the reek of tobacco. The bitter, sour notes would forever remind me of one long-ago night in Iran. The night when an act of betrayal changed the entire course of my friendship with Homa and both of our lives.

From the moment I’d read Homa’s letter last night, I’d been a wreck.

I batted away Angela’s compliments, said I wasn’t doing all that well, really, and that I had a headache because I hadn’t eaten all day.

“I just might faint,” I added with a touch of melodrama.

It was a relief when Angela was whisked away by a needy customer.

My mother always said the envy of others invites the evil eye to cast doom on us. She’d often told me that being perceived as too competent, happy, or successful could summon misfortune. I knew belief in the powers of other people’s jealousy and the jinxing of an evil eye needed to be cast off. But at the age of thirty-eight, in the middle of that massive Manhattan department store, I was still unwittingly beholden to superstition.

The truth of who I was could not be escaped. Nor could the flaw I had spent years trying to quash and erase.

The guilty one had always been me.



Earlier that morning, in our apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, my husband, Mehrdad, had tried to comfort me with breakfast. He prepared toast with feta cheese and cherry jam. He brewed bergamot tea. But I couldn’t eat or drink. The jam was made from Homa’s recipe. The bergamot tea in the white teapot adorned with two pink roses reminded me of her. With the arrival of her letter, her absence dominated my life all over again.

When I had first seen the red-and-blue-bordered airmail envelope, I’d assumed it was from Mother and would contain the usual mix of laments and updates about the dangerous political situation in Iran. I knew those letters were probably opened and read by regime forces, but my mother often didn’t care and wrote bluntly: Aren’t you lucky, Ellie? You left and escaped the violent demonstrations and deafening riots. You skipped our country’s slide back into medieval times. Women have lost decades, no, centuries, of rights in this country. I’m glad you’re sitting comfortably with your professor husband in America. Thank goodness you got out!

But when I pulled the onionskin paper from the envelope and unfolded it, my heart almost stopped. For there on the page was the unmistakable curlicue handwriting of my old friend, Homa.

As girls, we’d sat on the same elementary school bench in downtown Tehran. Together we scratched out hopscotch grids in our neighborhood alley and raced to school with satchels bouncing against our hips. With Homa, I had zigzagged through the mazes of the Grand Bazaar and shared ice cream sandwiches and dreams for the kind of women we’d become. In her stone kitchen, I learned to cook. With her hand in mine, I jumped over the largest bonfires. When we’d hiked up Alborz Mountain and seen Tehran laid out beneath us, it felt like the world could be entirely ours.

Until one moment of striking carelessness ruined it all.

For the past seventeen years, we had been ghaar—purposefully estranged—with no contact save one unplanned encounter. Now her letter was in my hands. How did she know where to find me? She must have gotten my address from Mother.

One page of Homa’s letter was filled with questions about my life in America. And another was about her situation in Iran. Her health was good (pressure in the sinuses but nothing more), the weather (cold and yet delicious in the mountains—remember the teahouse we went to?) was fitting for the season, her job as a teacher kept her busy. But her mind was not at ease (You wouldn’t recognize this country, Ellie. I don’t know where we went wrong). At the bottom was a sentence about Bahar, her daughter, and how she loved to sing. She closed the letter with Can you call me, Ellie? Please. My number is 272963. I need to speak to you. It’s urgent.

After I told Mehrdad about the letter, he held me close and said gently, “It’s good she’s reached out. You were the best of friends. Time to air it all out, Ellie. Speak to her.”

How I wish it were so simple.

I couldn’t blame Homa for cutting contact. But now she had flown back into my life all innocence and zest, creating a crater of questions with her sign-off. It’s urgent.



At the end of my shift, I removed my name pin, put it in the counter drawer, then pulled on my warm camel coat and striped leg warmers.

As I rushed outside toward the subway station, the cold December air carried the scent of roasted nuts from food carts and diesel fumes from hissing city buses. Large-bellied, tired-looking men dressed as Santa Claus rang bells, pointing to their kettle buckets and shouting, “Merry Christmas!” Gold and silver tinsel framed the insides of shop windows and trees with shiny ornaments winked behind glass displays. There was a chill in the air that made my breath float in visible rings.

The words in Homa’s letter ran through my head. Suddenly a taxi swerved far too close to me and honked loudly. My heart fell as I remembered another time a car had almost hit me. But this time, the only damage done was sludgy puddle water soaking through my leg warmers.

A neon pizza sign flashed red and yellow close to the subway entrance. I got giddy at the thought of a slice.

Since arriving in New York almost four and a half years ago, I’d strolled through Central Park, visited museums filled with global art, and dined in a few fancy restaurants. But no cultural experience topped eating a salty, cheesy, hot slice of New York pizza. Every pizzeria seemed to be in on the secret recipe for tangy tomato sauce and a perfectly foldable crust.

I looked at my wristwatch. No point in getting into the train hungry and drained of energy. I slipped into the pizza place and waited in line to order. After paying my seventy-five cents, I walked out with a cheese slice snug in a triangular cardboard box. I opened the box to take my first bite.

I heard her before I saw her. She moaned rhythmically as though in pain. Under the dim light of the streetlamp near the subway station, I made her out: an old woman huddled against the lamppost, two plastic bags on her feet, a flowered headscarf barely covering her hair. In between moans she asked unresponsive passersby in a weak voice on mechanical repeat: “Madam, can you spare a dime? Mister, can you spare a nickel?”

I wanted to get to my train. Get home. I needed to think, to decide whether I would call my old friend. But how could I ignore this woman? I went to her and stooped down. She smiled, and I was surprised to see straight and perfect teeth. The old woman held my gaze. Her eyes were watery and opaque-looking. She shrugged slightly. In that small movement, I detected a silent acknowledgment of the randomness of the wheel of fortune.

I handed her my triangular cardboard box—the pizza in it still hot and untouched. From my bag, I found the kiss-lock purse Mother had given me as a child in Iran, opened it, and took out all the coins and a few scrunched-up bills. American money still appeared strange to me: so green and thick compared to our bills back home. The lady took the pizza, coins, and bills I offered with a look of bewilderment.

I got up and walked away. As I descended the subway station steps, I turned around only once.

She was eating the pizza quickly—her face an expression of complete relief.

When the train rushed into the tunnel and screeched to a stop, we all jostled and hustled to get inside. The crowded subway car smelled of urine and damp wool. Thankfully, I got a seat. Wedged between strangers, I was grateful for the anonymity. Not one person in that dirty, busy, fascinating, energetic, depressing, alluring city knew about my past or the guilt and regret that swallowed me whole.

The train lurched and blasted forward. Someone by the door sneezed and a gentleman in a baseball cap hummed a tune that was strangely cheerful.

I closed my eyes. I remembered all of it—every single bit. Those days of connection and chaos that had shaped our friendship could never be forgotten.






TWO

Spring and Summer 1950

“You can’t expect me to work, Ellie,” my mother said, using my nickname. “The descendant of royalty should not touch a thing to make a wage.”

Mother’s biggest source of pride was that she was descended from kings and queens. She constantly told me how her grandmother was the daughter of a Qajar king. That she had named me Elaheh because it meant “goddess,” because we were royals, and she was desperate to ensure our superiority did not go ignored.

Of our life in the big house uptown, I have only a few memories. I remember falling asleep to the sound of my parents’ arguing in the next room. I remember my father’s thick-browed, good-natured face and his musky scent and the deep timbre of his voice as he recited ancient poetry. He called me “Elaheh Jaaan,” drawing out the term of endearment “Jan” after my first name, and sometimes “Elaheh Joon,” using the more informal version of the word for “dear.”

He passed away on a spring day in 1950, just after my seventh birthday.

There were no other siblings to mourn him. As I got older, I assumed one or two may have come before or after me and perhaps been lost to the many ills and vices that back then frequently swallowed up newborns and infants. But before my parents could try again to bring another child into the world—one who’d survive like I had—tuberculosis infested my father’s body. He was laid to rest shrouded in white, buried nearby, hallowed in name.

To this day, sometimes when a man walks by, a musk-like scent jolts a memory of my baba. At his burial, I held his black lamb’s-wool hat and ran my fingers across the velvety, textured fur. Later that evening, my mother gave the hat away to a beggar on the street.

Growing up, I always wanted to know more about him, but Mother clamped down whenever his name came up and said it saddened her too much to remember his fate and the power of the evil eye.

Baba—dead so young—had only two brothers. One rode a horse to the Russian border, secured a bride there, then settled in the Baku region. The other brother, Uncle Massoud, took charge of our affairs and became our financial guardian, responsible for paying our rent and expenses.

After the funeral, Uncle Massoud came to see us with his own black lamb’s-wool hat in his hands. He said—very apologetically—that Mother and I would have to leave our big house, her home since she’d married at sixteen. My father hadn’t left much money behind, he explained gently. We’d have to move south to a small place he’d secured for the two of us in payeen-e shahr, the “bottom of the city.”

“Don’t give me that nonsense, Haji Massoud,” my mother said. “You just want me to…” She pulled me toward her protectively. Then she whispered to him, “How sad that you would punish me like this.”

Later, when I was alone (the servants were all asleep for the last hours before they would be sent packing), my mother came to say good night. For an Iranian family of that time, my mother’s was a small one. Her parents left no inheritance and her only sister passed away shortly before my father, adding to her grief and sense of being cursed by the evil eye.

Mother stroked my hair and promised me that our move downtown would be only temporary. She spoke about morals and decency and respect for widows and how Uncle Massoud had none of those qualities. Then she abruptly stopped stroking my hair and said Uncle Massoud wanted only one thing, but that she wouldn’t give it to him. I didn’t know what the one thing was, but I didn’t dare ask because Mother looked furious as she said it. The last thing I wanted was to trigger her mercurial temper.

The next morning, walking one last time through the house, Mother screamed about not wanting to leave her paintings behind, nor her lace, china, and French-style Louis IX chairs upholstered in damask. In the bedroom, I pulled on her legs as she hugged the fancy dresser. We entered the andarun inner rooms, and Mother cried for the children she said she could have birthed had my father’s destiny been different. In the birooni courtyard, where the garden was lush with shrubs of pink and red and white flowers, she cursed my uncle. I was surprised at how our garden could be so beautiful despite my father’s absence.

My last glimpse of that life was a blurry, hazy image of the mansion, accompanied by the sound of my mother’s sobs as we walked away.

The first night in our new place downtown, Mother and I rolled out the mattress on which we would now sleep together. She stared at the floor. “Ellie, did you ever think you’d live to see the day when your own mother, descendant of Naser al-Din Shah, would live in the slums?”

I was still trying to comprehend my father’s death. “It was just a cold at first, wasn’t it? The turmeric I dissolved in sweet tea for him should have warded off his fever. Why didn’t it?”

“We were cheshmed and given the evil eye, Ellie Joon. We were cursed. That’s all.”

“I wish he was still here.”

“Never underestimate the power of jealousy, Elaheh,” Mother said, addressing me by my full name. “The eye of the Jealous can destroy happiness. All those who were envious of your father and me when we first married jinxed us with their evil, resentful thoughts.”

Mother’s words seemed deemed for a friend, or the sister she’d lost, not for me, a barely seven-year-old confidante.

“Madar, he was sick. I think it was the disease that killed him.”

“Jealousy has powerful energy. It can swirl in the air and destruct true happiness. I know you don’t believe me, Elaheh. But you will see.”

I imagined clouds of evil envy energy circulating in the atmosphere. There was something wholly peculiar and frightening in accepting that others could have this power over us simply through their emotions. I had to rescue my mother from sinking even further into despair. “At least we have Uncle Massoud,” I ventured.

As soon as I said it, I regretted it.

“Oh, please, don’t talk to me about Uncle Massoud!” she said. “He could have let us remain uptown in our home. But I refused his conditions. Because I have standards. Because I won’t… oh, never mind, Ellie. Never you mind. It’s just that we are stuck. My parents—God rest their souls—all their funds went dry during their lifetime thanks to others giving them the evil eye too! And your father’s other brother galloped off to Russia. Now this one—your beloved uncle Massoud!—thinks he’s doing us a favor by paying our rent in the slums. But it’s his duty to provide for the widow and child of his dead brother.” She looked around the bare room. “He won’t even send for our old furniture.”

I tried to think of something positive to say. “It’s good Uncle Massoud won’t send for our old furniture because it wouldn’t fit here anyway.”

My mother stared at me and burst into tears.



Uncle Massoud checked in on us and brought us meat and chicken and sweet gaz nougat. Even at age seven, I knew it was not unusual for a man to marry his dead brother’s widow. Uncle Massoud was single—no one would have batted an eye if he’d married my mother, as a duty to his dead sibling, if nothing else. But Mother said it was beneath her to marry her husband’s brother just for the sake of security. I will not let that man so much as put a finger on me. I am not property to be passed on.

Mother never forgave life for my father’s fate.

Our private orb of grief was broken those first few weeks only by regular visits from Uncle Massoud and a few stubborn relatives. Mother had never been lighthearted, but after my father’s “going,” she told me it was too painful to be seen in the slum by family members who had once known our riches. Eventually, they stopped subjecting themselves to her rude and distant treatment.

Even as Uncle Massoud continued his visits, I began to think it was out of spite and anger at her refusal of him that he had us move from a high-walled mansion to a brick house in the slums. Then I began to notice the simple advantages of our tiny new place. We had two clean rooms and a street view. I could easily look out the window and see boys and girls playing right outside.

On the rare occasions we went out, Mother hissed at the neighborhood kids as she walked past. She lifted her long skirt and made her way around their gangling limbs as if to ward off risk of infection. “It’s unbecoming,” Mother said. “Children in the streets. Look at them, throwing rocks and hopping like fools.”

I loved that our home was in an alley teeming with kids. I loved that in this part of town boys included girls in their games. That girls could even play outside.

But Mother said she would not have the descendant of the descendant of Naser al-Din Shah running around with dahati, “peasant-like” kids and screaming like a street urchin.

So, most afternoons, I stayed inside. I turned away from the window to sit with Mother and play with a cloth doll I had named Turnip.

At night, I lay on the mattress I shared with my mother and drew in my mind the perfect friend. She’d have dark brown hair. Kind eyes and a calm demeanor.

Months passed and our first summer downtown was ending. One afternoon, Mother asked for her tea as usual. I brought it to her with a chunk of sugar. She put the sugar between her teeth and sipped the amber brew, her face damp from the steam.

“Ellie,” she said, “I have registered you for school.”

As she spoke, telling me how hard it had been to register my name knowing it was a slum school in a slum neighborhood, but what could you expect when your father’s greedy brother wouldn’t pay for us to be in better straits, my body buzzed with a strange mixture of anticipation and excitement.

My fortunes had changed.

School. Real school. A whole building separate from Mother. A yard. Schools—I was pretty sure—had to have yards. Teachers. And—my heart beat faster at just the prospect—girls my own age!

I was petrified and electrified at the thought of this otherworldly portal. A world where I’d find—perhaps, perhaps—my dreamed-of, kind-eyed friend.

We’d meet on the very first day of school. Maybe outside in the yard. We might be shy at first, hesitating to introduce ourselves. But after the initial caution, we’d become fast friends. We’d do everything together. Play at recess and do homework (I was supremely excited about both prospects).

Mother had told Uncle Massoud to buy me notebooks and even two pencils. I would learn to write! In a real notebook with a sharp pencil. I had seen my mother write—it was a constant heartbreak, she said, to be surrounded by illiterates in her new life when she was educated and had completed ninth grade.

Few things thrilled me more than the prospect of learning and finding a friend. I wanted to learn everything. I would become the best student the school had ever known. And we’d go everywhere together—my new friend and me. We’d play the five-stones game I’d seen the neighborhood girls play. Maybe Uncle Massoud would give me money for ice cream. If he knew I was doing well in school, if he knew I had a friend, he might treat me to that. As I lay next to Mother, I imagined bringing this imaginary friend to our house. My friend would make my mother laugh. We could eat together sometimes. I let my imagination soar with the delicious dishes we’d share.

I could not wait for the new universe that awaited when summer ended and autumn arrived.






THREE

September 1950

A jumble of butterflies fluttered inside me as I walked to school. I gripped the satchel Uncle Massoud had shown me how to clasp shut and felt the weight of the notebook and two pencils inside it.

I was nervous but also grateful. The beginning of everything seemed possible. Uncle Massoud had not protested my going to school. He believed girls should be educated too. Even at age seven, I recognized that was not an opinion all men or women held. But my mother and uncle did. I knew the route to school and which building to go to—not because my mother had led me by the hand showing the way, but because Uncle Massoud had recited directions in his deep voice when he’d dropped off my uniform and school supplies. And I had practiced going there twice already.

The air had lost most of its oppressive, end-of-summer heat. A fresh, crisp breeze helped ease my nerves—until I reached my destination and stared into a large, commotion-filled courtyard.

At the school gates, I placed my satchel between my knees so I could free my hands to work a personal superstition. In the middle of summer as I suffocated in the heat, I had created a ritual for myself. I practiced it whenever I wanted something good to happen. I tightened first one braid (left), then the other (right). Must squeeze the braids tight—first left, then right.

I had done my braid good-luck motions and just weeks later my mother had announced she’d registered me for school, hadn’t she? And I had done it the previous week, right before I practiced walking to the school gates. And then again the day we went to the hammams. I’d been assigned the nicest washer in the baths, hadn’t I? It worked. It had to work today.

After I tightened my braids, I took in a deep breath, removed my satchel from between my knees, put the strap back on my shoulder, and walked through the gates into the schoolyard.

Girls as far as the eye could see. The butterflies inside me flapped and I imagined them colliding into one another. Girls in uniforms just like mine. Endless gray ormak dresses with white collars. Everyone looked spiffed up. I moved farther into the courtyard, looking for our alley girls. If any of them were lucky enough to be here, I probably wouldn’t even know. We all looked like scholars!

A piercing, unfamiliar sound hurt my ears. So high and trill. I turned and saw an older woman with a small object in her mouth (I would later learn it was a whistle). She swung both arms in the air. Line up, line up! Groups of girls organized themselves into lines as if by magic.

“Kellas-e aval!” a woman in a navy skirt yelled out. Grade one. My grade. I followed the woman, made my way to the line, and stood stiffly in place. The teachers were demanding quiet.

A poke.

I ignored it.

A jab.

I didn’t want to get into trouble, but I turned around.

Her grin showed two missing front teeth. Her hair was black, curly, and messy. One curl bobbed right above her forehead like a renegade hook. There was mischief in her eyes.

I was instantly jealous of her looks, mainly because I hadn’t yet lost my front teeth. “Nakon! Don’t!” I said in a whisper.

The girl who had poked me leaned in until her face was close to mine. Her breath smelled like radishes. Who had radishes for breakfast? Her skin was dark and there was a mole below her left eye. “Midooni chi? Guess what?” she said.

I wanted desperately to turn around and be a good student facing the teacher. But her gaze was addictive. “What?” I murmured. She’d better hurry up and tell me.

“Hichi! Nothing!” Her hand flew to her mouth. She shook silently at her own ridiculous joke, her eyes squeezing shut.

I turned back around, unimpressed. I looked to my left and to my right, desperately. I wondered if she was here. The friend I had imagined. The kind one. The one with the dark brown hair and quiet demeanor, the one with whom I would get ice cream. Even as we marched into the building behind our teacher, I scoured the schoolyard for her.

In the classroom, we lined up against the wall and waited to be given our assigned seats. I looked around the room for the perfect friend. When my seat was called out, it was right next to the poking girl from line. Panic rose in me. Had my braid-tightening good-luck routine not worked?

I sat at the two-seat bench and placed my satchel carefully down.

The rude girl turned to me. “My name is Homa,” she said. “What’s yours?”

I gave her a side eye. “Elaheh,” I mumbled.

She smiled her gap-toothed smile and laughed for no reason.

I ignored her.

Those first few days of school, I held on to the hope that the friend I’d conjured in my fantasy would still show up. Maybe I’d bump into her at recess (was she in another class?) or maybe our teacher would look up and announce that a new student had joined our grade.

I ignored Homa as best I could, though she was always next to me with her silly grin.

In the fifth week of school, on a Wednesday, an encounter changed my mind about Homa.

In those days we had a two-hour lunch break. Students would go home and eat with their families. I was sure the other girls arrived to find the sofreh cloth laid out, plates set, tin cups filled with cool water.

On that fifth Wednesday, I walked home quickly. Mother said her tired eyes couldn’t catch the little stones and dirt in the rice the way my young ones could. Her eyes were “broken” from crying about my father.

She had set the rice on a tray and waited for me to remove the grit. I poured the remaining good grains into a bowl and rinsed them under water several times. We were lucky in this part of town to have access to water. We were lucky to have a jug and a sink with a pump. But Mother missed her old kitchen and hated the new pump.

I handed the bowl of wet grains to Mother and she poured the rice into a pot on the stove. She wouldn’t let me cook the rice, though, because she worried I’d burn the house down and then what would she do? She said she was tired and didn’t have the energy to cook anything to go with the rice, so when it was ready, we ate it with yogurt. Then I helped wash the dishes. By the time I put my shoes back on to return to school for the afternoon session, I was worried I’d be late.

Outside, out of breath and perspiring, I walked in as large strides as possible without running because Mother said running didn’t befit a girl. My satchel drummed against my hip as if my body were a carpet being cleaned of dirt.

“Hey! Sabr Kon. Wait up!”

I turned around. It was Homa. She ran toward me, her curly hair flying. “I want to tell you something!”

I said nothing and kept walking.

“Why are you always so afraid to be late?”

At that moment, I saw Homa the way my mother would have: a lower-class girl below your dignity with whom you are stuck in a dinky school. I continued to walk fast.

“If you just wait for me one minute, you donkey, I could talk to you!”

I stopped. “Did you just call me a donkey?”

She caught up to me, panting. “You heard me, Donkey.”

We faced one another, both of us out of breath from rushing.

“Did you know,” I said, my mother’s cadence and tone infusing my speech, “that the daughter of Naser al-Din Shah was my great-grandmother?”

“Chi?” She used the least formal form of asking why.

“You heard me, Donkey,” I parroted her. Smaller and definitely physically weaker, I felt at a disadvantage because the sun blared in my eyes.

“Khodeti Khar! You’re a donkey!”

“Royalty,” I mumbled. But the word lost its fizz as it came out of my mouth. I shifted on my feet. The sun continued to blare as I looked at this bold brat who had dared call me a donkey thrice. I didn’t lift my hand to shade my eyes. I had to stand my ground and show her who she was dealing with.

Homa slapped a hand to her cheek dramatically. “O-ho! You’re a Shazdeh princess!”

Mother had told me repeatedly how the boys and girls in this “slum” part of town were vahshi savages. Prone to outbursts of violence. At that moment, I felt suddenly scared.

Homa pulled the strap of my satchel away from my shoulder. I flinched and backed away.

“I don’t care if your great-great-grandmother was the Queen of all of Persia.” She smoothed out the strap of my satchel. “All I want to know is do you want to play with me?”

“What?”

“Hopscotch?”

I couldn’t believe it. She was asking me to play? And hopscotch at that? She was so earnest. And seemed to truly want me to join her. “I don’t know,” I said, stalling for time. “I have to get my mother’s permission.”

“Ask her, then! And guess what? We can play five stones too.” She jumped up and down. “Well, whatcha waiting for, Turtle? Let’s race!”

Homa placed one foot in front of the other and bounced in a lunge. “Ready?”

The gap-toothed smile. The curls in the sun. That silly, crazy look of hers. It was impossible to be near her energy and not want to jump or run or act like a fool as well. I wasn’t ready, but almost reflexively I imitated her position.

She counted to three. “Yek, Do, Se!”

As if launched by an unknown power, I took off at the exact moment she said three.

We ran, satchels clutched to our chests so they wouldn’t hurl against us. My braids flying, wind whooshing in my ears, I sprinted with a speed I had no idea I possessed. We were in sync. It felt like we moved in a vacuum sealed off from the rest of the world in a funnel all its own.

When the school came into view, Homa yelled a huge hoooooraaaah and a sound rose from within me—a yelp that would have wounded my mother’s high-minded sensibilities—an enormous, delicious release.

We arrived at the school gates out of breath but in time. We practically propelled ourselves into the wrought-iron bars. I clutched the bars and rested my head against the gate, huffing and puffing. Homa did the same and then straightened up. She took my hand. “Let’s call it a tie, Princess.”

We marched in together.






FOUR

October 1950

“What’s her name?” Mother asked as she sat cross-legged on her floor seat cushion with its carpeted bottom under her and the back of the cushion against the wall.

“Homa.”

“Oh.” She closed her eyes. “I’ve always loved that name. A bird from the fables. A bird from our ancient Persian Zoroastrian mythology. The homa bird never rests on the ground. They say this bird lives its entire life invisible above us all.”

Was this a hopeful sign? My new friend had a name my mother loved. Maybe the “homa” bird she had in mind was a beautiful and graceful creature. Of course, my Homa, the toughest girl in our class, was hardly graceful. But she seemed to have a spirit set apart. She seemed to float on a different plane.

My mother opened her eyes and studied me. For a second, she softened at whatever she must have seen in my expression. “Fine,” she sighed. “But not here. I don’t want her in my house.”

“I can go there,” I said quickly, my heart racing at her acceptance. I didn’t want her to change her mind. “Homa said she doesn’t live far from here. Can I please go next week? After school?”

“Oh, dear God, you’ll be one of those children in the alleys after all.”

I looked at her, afraid to say anything.

“See what happens when you’re all alone in the world? I had parents, a sister, a husband. But they left me and now this aloneness means being at the mercy of your uncle. Tanhayi loneliness is the worst of all afflictions. Did you know that?”

I nodded. My mother always claimed to be so alone in the world. But didn’t I have my mother and she have me? I couldn’t help but think that if my father had lived, it would all have been enough.

“Do you think Baba would have been able to recover from the illness if only we had caught it sooner?” I asked, unable to stop myself. “Do you think he would have been proud of me going to school?”

“Enough with the questions!”

“But Baba was a scholar, yes? He liked reading?”

“I don’t want to talk about him, Ellie. I’ve told you that numerous times.” Mother rubbed her temples. “It can’t be stopped, I suppose,” she said. “Sooner or later, you’ll meld with these children. Unless…” She looked past me. “I’ve refused.” She put her head in her hands.

“Unless what?”

“Go do your homework,” she said.

I retrieved my satchel from near the door and got out my notebook. I did not want to upset this newfound balance. I was pretty sure Mother had surrendered to acceptance of my first playdate!



As we walked to her house the following Wednesday after school, Homa did not stop talking. Mother had warned me to wash my hands as soon as I got inside. IF they have running water, that is.

“You have to be careful around the big boys in my alley,” Homa said. “Especially around stinky Saman. We call him Sammy. But don’t worry—I slapped him last week and now they’ve all been less annoying. I mean, Sammy’s still a bully. He had a fistfight with the other boys on Friday and his nose bled! I’m working on having the boys let me play the game with the sticks. They think I can’t play because I’m a girl. Don’t you think it’s absurd to not let me play because I’m a girl?”

“What’s the game with the sticks?” I envisioned humongous fourth- and fifth-grade boys brandishing thick branches. Lat o loot hooligans, my mother would have said. I wasn’t so sure I wanted to be around them.

“Oh, their stick game is fantastic. If they just let me join in, they’d see I can play just as well as them,” Homa said dreamily.

She and I clearly had different goals regarding the stick game. “Do you have a baba?” I asked, because I associated big boys with men and men with fathers.

“Of course, silly.”

“Mine’s dead,” I said.

Homa stopped walking. “Did he die when you were a baby?”

“No, he died a few months ago. Before we moved here.”

She grabbed me and squeezed me in a tight hug. “Tasliat, tasliat,” she said. Then she paused. “I think that’s what I’m supposed to say, right?”

“Yes,” I sighed. “Condolences are always what people say.”

We started walking again. As if to change the uncomfortable subject, she blurted, “Do you want to know a secret?”

“Of course.”

“My father’s a communist!”

“What?”

Homa looked at me with widened eyes. “He’s against the king!”

I had heard from Mother about what happened to people who were against our king. She’d told me how the current king’s father, Reza Shah, had taken over the throne from the different Qajar king from whom Mother was descended. Despite never having gotten over how Reza Shah dethroned her great-grandfather, Mother always warned me that speaking out against his son, our current king, whom we just called “Shah,” was dangerous. “I don’t think it’s safe to be against the king,” I whispered to Homa. “You can go to prison.”

Homa looked around furtively. “I just remembered I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone that. Oh, dear. I don’t want my baba to go to prison.” She grabbed my hand. “Promise you won’t tell anyone. Promise me right now!”

“I promise, I promise!”

She let go. “Though the main reason you go to prison isn’t because you’ve been against the king.”

“Why do people go to prison, then?”

“They go if they drink blood,” she said with a confidence that was unsettling.

“Oh.” For the rest of our walk to her house, I felt mild anxiety about how she knew that.



In Homa’s alley, the big boys—about seven or eight of them—stood in a huddle. I couldn’t see any sticks, but they could have been concealing them in the middle of their circle. Three girls sat cross-legged on the ground, sorting out stones. In a corner, two smaller boys and a little girl sucked on dried sour cherries and ejected the pits from their mouths in what appeared to be an elaborate spitting contest. Homa’s alley was already more exciting than mine. Homa waved hello to the big boys. Most of them ignored her, but one whipped around.

“Hello, hello,” he said almost breathlessly. “And who’s this?”

“None of your business, Sammy.”

She led me away quickly.

“I can’t believe he was nice to you after you slapped him and everything,” I said.

“Don’t pay attention to him,” she said. “He is nothing but trouble.”

We arrived at a white gate between low cement walls. Homa went straight up to the gate and opened it. At first, I thought she was going into someone else’s property. But I followed her into a well-kept courtyard with a hoz koi pond in the middle. The bright blue water shimmered in the sunlight, which created kaleidoscoped geometric shapes across the shallow pond’s surface. A few fat orange fish swam there. I looked up at the house. It was made of brick just like ours but was larger.

“Khosh omadi!” Homa welcomed me.

So this was her house. I had not expected it to be this big.

A baby’s wail rang out. We walked to the front door, took off our shoes in the little foyer, and went inside.

After the sunlight of the courtyard, it took a minute for my eyes to adjust. We were in a sparsely furnished main room. A baby cried on a threadbare kilim rug in the center of the floor. The crying was loud but also strangely sweet. The scent of something yeasty baking surprised me. My mother only baked for the Persian New Year.

A woman rushed in with a white house chador on loosely. From the part of the chador that was slightly open, I saw she had on a patterned blouse. One long black braid wound from her neck down the front of her body.

“Who’s this, then?” she asked. I didn’t know if she was asking about the baby or me. But then she scooped the baby up and balanced it on her hip in one effortless motion that proved she’d done it countless times. She bounced the baby and it stopped crying. The baby stared at me and Homa with accusatory tearful eyes, sweaty dark curls matted to its head.

“Maman Joon, remember I told you Ellie is coming to play with me?”

The woman didn’t seem to remember, but her smile was welcoming. When she came close, I saw the pattern on her blouse in more detail: tiny blue flowers grew out of curlicue miniature green stems on the white fabric. The cloth of her chador seemed like it would feel supremely soft. She smelled like yeast and milk. “I’m Monir Khanom,” she said. “Would you like some cherry sharbat? You must be thirsty.”

“In a bit, Maman Joon,” Homa said. “After we play.”

I would have loved some cherry sharbat, but I wasn’t about to look impolite and greedy.

“Bereen, bacheha. Go on, children. I’ll have a snack for you here if you get hungry.” She smiled again and turned around. The baby stared at us from the top of her shoulder.

“Merci, Khanom.” I called her by the respected term for lady, hoping the snack was related to the delicious baking smell.

“Isn’t she pretty?” Homa asked after we went back outside.

I wasn’t sure how to respond. “Your mother is beautiful,” I said.

“No, silly! I mean, yes, she is. But I was talking about my baby sister, Sara. Don’t you just want to eat her?”

I hadn’t considered eating the baby, but she was chubby and adorable.

“She’s almost thirteen months!” Homa said with pride. “Thirteen!”

We were in first grade. Sara had just finished her first year of life. I had hoped to have a sister or a brother, but I knew my father being dead meant it wasn’t part of my fate. How lucky Homa was to have that topoli baby sister!

Homa grabbed my hand and pulled me out into the courtyard and then the alley. There she looked at the ground as though hunting for a lost coin. She finally picked up a sharp stone. “Perfect!”

She dragged the stone across the ground, scratching out lines. As she drew, the lines connected into big squares. She looked up at me. “Don’t just stand there. Find a good stone. We have to number them.”

I selected a jagged small rock and proceeded to scratch out numbers inside the squares. In class, we had practiced writing numbers from one to ten. I was proud to use my newfound knowledge to create the grid for the game. I couldn’t believe I was lucky enough to actually be playing hopscotch. For weeks, I had watched other schoolgirls play. Lying on the mattress next to my mother, I had nighttime fantasies about hopping perfectly into a square with my imaginary friend.

After we marked all the squares, Homa found two small pebbles and gave one to me. “Want to go first?” she asked. But it was clear she was itching to go.

“No, you,” I said.

Homa tossed her pebble and it landed on the four square. She balanced carefully on one foot. “Yek Do Se!” she shouted, and then hopped her way to the square with the pebble in it. With one leg in the air, she bent and retrieved her pebble from where it had landed, closed her fingers over it, held it up, and looked back at me with an expression of absolute triumph.

I couldn’t help but clap and cheer as she hopped back.



After hopscotch, we jumped with a frayed yellow rope tucked in an upside-down bucket. Homa said this was the secret hiding place for the rope so Sammy wouldn’t steal it. She said Sammy was a thief and a liar. We spied on Sammy and the boys until Sammy turned around. Homa pulled me away and we ran back to her house, giggling.

Homa’s mother, Monir Khanom, sat on the floor now on a seat cushion much like my mother’s, with its carpeted bottom under her and the back of the cushion against the wall. Her legs were stretched out in front as Sara loudly and enthusiastically sucked at her breast. Monir Khanom covered part of her breast with her chador when she saw us.

“There’s ghotab for you in the kitchen,” she said. “Make sure you wash your hands first.”

“Thank you, Maman Joon,” Homa said.

I knew I should tarof and engage in the ritual of denying what a host offers until they insist again. I knew the first refusal was not just polite but expected. But the house smelled so good and I felt comfortable here somehow. “Kheyli mamnoon, Khanom,” I thanked her.

“Nooshe Jan.”

Homa led me to the back of the main room and down a stone staircase. Beneath my socked feet, the steps were smooth and cool, and I could feel where they dipped in the middle as though years of walking had softened each center. After descending seven steps (I counted), we entered a cool, cave-like kitchen. It should have been damp down there, but the air was warm and dry and infused with the delicious baking smell I had detected when we first walked into the house. Copper pots hung on the wall above the huge stove. On the burner was a samovar, on top of which sat a white teapot etched with two pink roses. Various dishes were stacked on shelves. Every surface was clean and shining.

A plate covered with a white cloth sat on the counter. Homa tiptoed to it dramatically and whisked off the cloth to reveal a bundle of small half-circle pastries.

“My mother’s ghotab,” Homa said with reverence. “The best thing you’ll probably ever eat.”

We poured water from an earthenware jug near the deep ceramic sink and used a sliver of soap as though engaging in ablutions for prayer. We carefully dried our hands with a towel that hung on a hook near the basin. When we stood in front of the main counter again, Homa lifted the plate up to me. “Befarmayeed,” she said, using the formal verb tense to invite me to partake.

Again, I did not tarof, did not engage in the back-and-forth dance of refusing an offer so my hostess would have to insist and beg me to eat. I grabbed the semicircle of pastry—it was still warm. I bit into it. Crispy on the outside and then surprisingly tart inside. A tangy explosion of sweet and sour took over my mouth.

“What’s in here?” I asked, my mouth full, aware of how horrified Mother would be at my bad manners.

“Pomegranate!” Homa said, her eyes shining as though sharing the code to the vault where the Shah kept his crown jewels.

“I thought ghotab was filled with almonds and walnuts and dusted with sugar.” I remembered the box of ghotab pastries Uncle Massoud had brought for Mother’s birthday. The light sugar had powdered our mouths as the three of us shared them. I knew Mother missed the fancy parties she used to throw for her birthday when we lived uptown.

“That’s the other kind. This one is from my grandmother’s recipe. It’s her specialty.”

I chewed and, in my heart, thanked Homa’s grandmother. Together we ate several more and stopped only because it would be impolite to finish them all, though I was pretty sure Monir Khanom would insist. From the way she welcomed me when I first came into the house, from how she handled the baby, Sara, I had a feeling she wasn’t the kind of mother who complained to her children about her woes.

My lucky, lucky friend.

A small tug in my chest, almost an ache, overwhelmed me. It was accompanied by a strange new hollowness.

I couldn’t define it at the time. But in retrospect, even from that very first visit, I wanted what Homa had. I wanted her family. Her living father, her kind mother. I wanted her fat, edible baby sister. I wanted the warmth and safety of her home. I wanted the coolness of that kitchen, its cavernous magic, its ability to transform pomegranate seeds and dough into a dish divine and delectable. To my great shame, as I stood there, I had a flash of something awful happening to my mother so I could become an orphan and be taken in by Homa’s family. Folding into her clan would make me one of them. Part of them.

I adored her.

I was already jealous of her.
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November 1950

From then on, we fled to one another naturally. It was with Homa that I mastered jump-rope games, her back that I massaged by stomping my feet on it as she lay facedown, from her that I learned how to spit cherry pits out far (and far away from the eyes of my disapproving mother).

It was in Homa’s kitchen where I first learned to use a knife. Under the guidance of Monir Khanom, we placed an onion on the counter. Together, we peeled away the thin, crackly skin, the membranes underneath surprisingly slippery and slick against our fingers. Monir Khanom opened a drawer and took out a giant knife with a multicolored abalone handle. She brought the knife right to Homa and me, placed our hands on the sparkling handle, covered them with her own, and guided us into halving the onion, slicing each half facedown, rotating it and slicing the other way in rows. When Homa’s mother slowly pulled back the knife to reveal a heap of perfect tiny onion cubes, I felt we had performed magic. I couldn’t believe the control we had over changing the shape of things.

At home, Mother sat on her floor-cushion seat, seeming to disappear more and more into the wall. She continued to complain about my “cavorting with riffraff” and mixing with “the lower types.” But she did not stop me from going to Homa’s house. Perhaps part of her—the motherly part—wanted to preserve my newfound happiness. That’s what I wanted to believe. Desperately.

The skills I learned in Homa’s cool stone kitchen were skills I brought home to Mother. She let me take on more and more of the meal preparation, though I still wasn’t allowed to use the stove.

I made for my mother the shirazi salad of chopped onions, cucumbers, and tomatoes and served it with fresh mint. I increased the lemon juice and lessened the salt and dared to drizzle some of the olive oil Uncle Massoud had brought. Mother couldn’t resist the taste.

And I couldn’t stay away from the magic of that stone kitchen.

The process of cooking captivated me from the instant I first stood by Monir Khanom’s side. How a simple onion could transform from the peeled orb to the thin white slices to the petite cubes and then the sauteed brown translucence from heat and fat in the copper pot, the caramelized scent that infused the house as the onion sizzled.

That lone onion could be a base for savory stews like Monir Khanom’s ghormeh sabzi herb khoresh or the yellow split pea and beef khoresh my mother said had been my father’s favorite (she never made it again after his death, claiming the memories were too difficult). I was shown how fried onion could garnish aush soup when mixed with dried mint or act as filling for grape-leaf dolmehs when combined with leftover rice and herbs. Monir Khanom taught Homa and me how to cook pomegranate seeds on the stove slowly and deliberately until they became a molasses that could be used in the walnut and pomegranate fesenjoon stew Homa loved so much.

Inevitably, after our frequent playdates, Homa and I descended the smooth cool stone steps that led into the cave-like kitchen. There her mother would be, chador-less in a skirt and flowered blouse, her slippers torn but worn-in to envious comfort. Sara crawled around, babbling and banging pot lids as she pursued her own strange but specific goals. Homa and I stood side by side near the large stove by Monir Khanom, delighting in the shape of an eggplant or the juiciness of a lemon.

And when after many months I worked up the courage to ask how her family could afford this food—this impossible array of color and subsistence—Homa looked at me as if I had asked a most ridiculous question.

“Because of where my father works, silly. Otherwise, we couldn’t afford any of it.”

“I thought your father was a communist.” I had imagined Homa’s baba demonstrating in the streets or holed up in a basement somewhere, drafting plans to overthrow the Shah.

“Communists work too! He’s the headwaiter at the Palace Hotel restaurant. Whatever they don’t use and want to throw away at the end of the day, he and a few of the other waiters get to bring home. Aren’t we lucky?”

“So, so lucky,” I said as Sara nuzzled against my ankles like a little cat.

Lucky to have this mother who trusted Homa and me enough to teach us how to feed ourselves and who made us feel competent and in charge with a casual respect I had not experienced from any other adult.

Lucky for the communist father with access to food, a man I had never met but whose income and lack of dying meant Homa’s home wasn’t tied to the whims of an uncle.

Lucky for the big-eyed, gurgling baby sister who sucked her thumb and smiled up at me with pure joy.

Lucky for all of it.

I loved Homa’s house, and when I walked home from any of our playdates and cooking lessons to go back into the coldness of the space where my mother’s grief reigned, Homa’s comforts created in me that particular and palpable ache of which I was continuously ashamed.

“You’re late,” my mother would say no matter what time I returned.

“Bebakhsheed,” I would respond. Forgive me.
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“Elaheh and Homa,” the other girls called us as if we were one unit. “Ellie-o-Homa” was our shortened moniker. We were inseparable.

Together we navigated squares of an invisible hopscotch grid containing those early school years. We tossed an imaginary pebble and sailed into landing for second grade. Within months, we were moved up to third grade as we both excelled in academics. Our friendship carried us through that quick transition and the skipping of a grade.

The shifting alliances and dramatic dynamics of the other girls spun like the whirling globe our teacher liked to spin in front of our faces. We learned the names of so many countries—places like Kenya and Uganda and Australia—and memorized the shape and form of them. India and China and Korea and Japan. Across the sea into Europe were places named Germany and France and England. Italy and Spain. Portugal: por-te-gal is how we pronounced it in Persian, which also meant the fruit “orange,” so we always associated Portugal with oranges. We ran our fingers across the outline of countries called Russiyeh and Amrica. It felt surreal to know there was a world beyond our borders.

By fourth grade, few in our class read and wrote at the much higher level Homa and I had mastered at ten years old. She and I competed for the coveted Shagerd Aval slot of First-in-Class. But what most made me love Homa was her good-natured ability to put aside the competition and make things fun.

One morning in the last days of fourth grade, when the summer holiday felt right around the corner, I entered the school courtyard and heard a loud “psssst” from behind me. Even before I turned around, I answered, “What is it, Homa?”

She came to face me and rested both hands on my shoulders. “What if”—she looked me in the eye—“we take the day off?”

“Very funny. We can’t.”

“Come on. The school year’s pretty much over. We deserve an adventure.”

If we skipped school, we would most definitely be punished. I pulled away from her and set off to line up before the whistle rang out.

“Haven’t you ever wanted to do something you weren’t supposed to do, Ellie?” she called after me.

I stopped and considered her question. Each year, I wanted to eat every single gaz candy in the box Uncle Massoud brought over for Nowruz, the first day of spring and our New Year. But I held back because Mother didn’t want me to be too fat. I wanted to use the stove in our own kitchen to cook, but I didn’t because Mother said the house might turn to ashes. I wanted to be friends with Homa. That was something I wasn’t supposed to be doing. And I had done it. But I couldn’t very well tell Homa that my being friends with her was my loud act of rebellion.

“Let’s just do it, Ellie.”

“I can’t fall behind.”

“Ellie, you’re already ‘advanced in your studies,’ according to Khanom Tabatabayi. You can afford to miss one day. We both can. She told me my reading and writing are immaculate.”

Had our teacher told her that? I felt a small sting. Was it a coincidence that Homa and I both excelled in school or did we each drive the other to push a little further? But Homa was right—neither one of us was in jeopardy of falling behind.
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“Heartbreaking and life-affirming.”
—ADRIENNE BRODEUR, New York Times bestselling author
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