
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			[image: ]

		

	
		
			 

			A PERMUTED PRESS BOOK

			ISBN: 979-8-88845-559-3

			ISBN (eBook): 979-8-88845-560-9

			 

			The Academy

			© 2024 by Patrick Bet-David

			All Rights Reserved

			 

			Cover art by Danny Munoz

			Interior design and composition by Alana Mills

			 

			This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.

			 

			No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written permission of the author and publisher.

			 

			[image: Macintosh HD:Users:KatieDornan:Dropbox:PREMIERE DIGITAL PUBLISHING:Permuted Press:Official Logo:vertical:white background:pp_v_white.jpg]

			Permuted Press

			New York • Nashville

			permutedpress.com

			 

			Published in the United States of America

		

	
		
			Prologue

			“How did this happen?” said the man by the window. He was holding back the curtain to get a better view of the street below. A million people thronging the streets of Tehran tonight, maybe more. Tearing down all visible images of the Shah, smashing department store windows, setting fire to a nation that had once held so much promise. And the security forces had been cowed into silence, doing nothing about any of it.

			“Two ways,” said Sargon. “Gradually…and then all at once.”

			The gradual part, Sargon thought, happened so slowly that it was possible for a time to pretend it wasn’t happening at all. How many years had he discussed with his colleagues the resentment building against the Shah, or talk of the Ayatollah returning from exile? So many whispers passed around like canapés at cocktail parties and decisions made in meetings that officially never happened. And then, suddenly, everything was different. The terrorist attack at Cinema Rex and his sister dead. Scrambling to contain things when it was clear that it was too late. A shift so swift and profound that it would have seemed impossible if he hadn’t watched it happen himself. 1978 had been a very bad year. Sargon didn’t have much hope for 1979, either.

			“What are you talking about?” said the man by the window. He was tall and angular, with a face that seemed to be perpetually in shadow. Sargon thought he must have worked hard to make sure that no one ever got a good look at him.

			“Something I read once.”

			“You think this is a time for joking?”

			“No,” Sargon said. “I think this is a time for crying. But there is work to be done.”

			The man by the window closed the curtain.

			“The rumors are true, then?”

			Sargon nodded.

			“The Shah will be in Cairo by morning. The new prime minister will motion to dissolve the SAVAK.”

			“And the country that you and I worked to build all these long years will cease to exist.”

			A very small smile came over Sargon’s lips.

			“It will exist still. Persia existed long before you or me, Namirha, and will continue long after we’re gone, no matter what the masses out there have to say about it. But we are entering a dark the likes of which we have not seen in a long time, and I fear it will be some time before we emerge again.”

			“You say that like all of this was inevitable,” Namirha said. “If you had only listened to me…”

			Sargon rubbed a hand over his face. How long had it been now since he’d had a good night’s sleep? Years. His hair was going gray now; he had started cropping it close against his scalp. His once handsome face was now lined, with deep bags beneath his eyes. His body was still strong, but some days, when he woke up in the morning, an old man was staring back at him in the mirror.

			And that entire time, Namirha arguing with him about how to approach the protests, sure that his was the right path.

			“Tell me, how many do you think it would have taken to stop this?” Sargon said. “How many would you have needed to disappear in the middle of the night to stem this tide? A hundred? A thousand? More than that, I’m sure.”

			“We could have been strong,” Namirha said. “Made it clear from the earliest protests that we were not going to tolerate things. Taken care of the sympathizers before they could spread their lies. Made someone think twice about the consequences before they ran out shouting into the street. But instead, we shrank from them, like we were the ones who were meant to be ashamed.”

			“Maybe so,” Sargon said.

			Namirha frowned.

			“I don’t like it when you agree with me so quickly. Put up a fight, at least.”

			“We tried my way. It failed. I don’t know for sure if your way would have changed anything. But I would be a fool to say I don’t have any regrets.”

			The noise from outside the window was growing louder, the sounds of glass smashing and feet stomping and a steady rhythmic chanting that rose and fell in waves as new protesters joined in. Sargon thought he heard a scream.

			“You know what I’m going to say now,” Namirha said. “What I’m going to ask you.”

			Sargon took a long inhale and held the breath in his lungs. He had been waiting for this moment, ever since he brought Namirha into the Academy all those years ago. Namirha had grasped the possibilities immediately, the ways in which they could use its knowledge and power to reshape the world around them. Sargon knew exactly what Namirha was capable of—the loyalty, the clarity of vision, and the brutality. This was a dangerous moment, but men like Namirha thrived in times of chaos.

			“The List is secure,” Sargon said.

			“Where?”

			“A safe house across town.”

			“What neighborhood? The situation on the ground is changing quickly. We’ll want to be able to move it.”

			“And you think you’re the best man to keep it safe.”

			The edges of Namirha’s lips curled upward.

			“Don’t you trust me, old friend?”

			“Namirha,” Sargon said, “I barely trust myself right now.”

			“What is the point of having power if you don’t use it?” Namirha said. “We could end all this madness now. Or at least buy time for saner heads to prevail. Instead, you insist on doing nothing.”

			“Do you think this is easy for me? To sit back and watch Iran burn? But to risk exposing ourselves when there is no guarantee it will be enough…I can’t do that.”

			“Then you’re a coward.”

			Sargon said nothing. The difficult thing was how much cowardice and wisdom sometimes looked alike—and how long it took to determine which it really was.

			A loud crash came from the other side of the room. Namirha and Sargon both fell to their knees, the pistol that each man wore habitually at his hip raised and ready to fire. The office was eerily still, save for a slight breeze coming in through the broken window. The noise from the street was getting louder.

			Namirha went over and picked up the chunk of concrete that had been hurled through the window. Sargon half expected the man to stick his gun out the window and start firing down into the crowd. But Namirha holstered his pistol and let the concrete drop back onto the carpeting with a thud.

			“Where will you go?” Sargon said.

			“That’s no concern of yours anymore,” Namirha said.

			“I hate that things turned out this way.”

			“Almost enough to do something about it.”

			Sargon bit his tongue. There was no use arguing with Namirha when he got like this—not that it had stopped him before. Namirha cracked his neck and made his way over to the door.

			“I’ve learned my lesson,” Namirha said, his hand on the doorknob. “The next time, I will do what’s necessary. No matter the consequences. And no matter the counsel of my so-called friends.”

			Sargon felt a slight chill run down his spine. There was ice behind Namirha’s eyes.

			“Take care of yourself, Sargon,” he said in a voice too cold to be friendly. “And that family of yours.”

			Sargon gave a whispered goodbye, and then the man was gone.

			He waited a full minute before he rose from his chair and locked the door to his office. He pulled the curtains closed tight and found the corner of the thick rug. With a grunt he pulled it back and began tapping patiently at the floorboards until he heard the hollow thump. Sargon worked his long fingers along the wood, feeling for the familiar knot. He pressed down, and the board shifted just enough for him to reach beneath it and retrieve what was there.

			It was a ceramic scroll, a foot in length, with thick knobs at either end. The sort of object that wouldn’t look out of place at the National Museum exhibits among the other artifacts of ancient cultures, but that would hardly attract particular notice among the jewels and riches. Sargon ran a finger along the scroll, feeling the places where the ceramic had been carved into impossibly tiny grooves. It made his head spin sometimes to think of how much information was encoded into such a small item…and how dangerous that information could be if it fell into the wrong hands.

			He would miss Namirha. But their time together had come to an end. Sargon couldn’t trust anyone but himself with something so precious.

			A new noise from outside the window, this one the percussive blast of an explosion. Boys hurling Molotov cocktails, or something even more dangerous? Either way: time to go.

			He bundled up the List. His wife had her instructions—already his family was making their way through the convoys he had arranged for them, last favors called in to men he had served next to for all these years now. He had told her that he would join her in a few weeks, when things were safe for him. His wife was a smart woman; he suspected that she had known he was lying. He wondered if he would ever see his son again, and if the boy would understand what had happened. He felt his heart aching for a different, easier time. But that was behind him now, and it would do him no good to dwell on it.

			Sargon took a last look around the office and decided that he needed nothing else. It was remarkable how much he was ready to leave behind. He took a deep breath and went out into the chaos of the city.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			On a highway just outside of Burbank, Ashur Yonan raced through the afternoon sunlight. His red motorcycle swerved from lane to lane as he pushed the bike faster, the 600 cc engine growling as the speedometer flirted with a hundred miles per hour. This had been his father’s bike, a 1994 Kawasaki Ninja. The only other thing Ashur had left of his father’s was his gun, tucked away in the drop space above his bedroom door. His mother didn’t know about either.

			He narrowly avoided colliding with a gray minivan as he passed a speeding Miata. He slid into the middle lane alongside an Oldsmobile, and for a brief moment he could see its swinging air freshener. Then he was beyond it, squeezing through a little sliver of daylight between two SUVs. One of them laid on the horn, but soon the honking was faint against the roar of the wind against his helmet. Ashur laughed, but it sounded strange to him.

			The helmet hid his olive-skinned face, a scruffy beard, and dark shadows under his large brown eyes. He was eighteen years old, tall and fit, all his muscles taut now as he strained against the motorcycle. A few years back he’d joined a boxing gym, marveled at the way his young body turned shredded from consistent work at the weights and in the ring. He loved the feel of his fists against the heavy bag—and even more against the headgear of his sparring partners. They told him not to come back until he could control his anger. So he’d never gone back.

			Blue and red lights suddenly flashed in Ashur’s mirrors as he flew past another exit. He hadn’t even seen the cop merge from the on-ramp. With a mutter he slowed his bike and pulled off to the side of the road. He got out his wallet and took off his helmet, running a hand through his curly black hair. The officer got out of his car, a strong jaw beneath a pair of aviator sunglasses.

			“The hell are you running from? You know how fast you were going, son?”

			Ashur handed over his license and registration, his back stiff. “Yes.” The syllable was almost a snarl.

			The cop’s eyebrows shot up. He pulled his sunglasses off and looked at Ashur for a moment. Ashur felt the sweat running down his back. How many times now had he found himself like this, one authority figure or another waiting for him to apologize for something? He had learned that there was power in not pretending to be sorry for the things he did. It meant that things were harder for him sometimes, maybe. But Ashur Yonan did not grovel.

			He braced for the cop to say something smart, puff out his chest, and assert his authority in front of this punk kid he’d caught going ninety on the Five. Maybe he’d even cuff him, try to scare him a little. It wouldn’t be the first time Ashur had felt steel against his wrists—the rent-a-cop at his high school had put a pair of handcuffs on him after his last fight, the one that finally got him kicked out for good. Mostly Ashur thought the man had just liked playing at being a real cop for a moment, but he thought he had seen a little bit of real fear in the man’s eyes, too, like he wasn’t quite sure what Ashur was really capable of.

			“Must be pretty bad, whatever you’re running from,” the cop said. “Your girlfriend break up with you?”

			Ashur searched the cop for a sign that he was belittling him, but all he saw was genuine concern. He resisted the urge to tell him it was none of his business and instead let out a sigh, feeling his anger deflate a little. “No, sir. Just thinking about my dad.”

			“You two don’t get along?”

			Ashur’s throat tightened.

			“He’s dead.” He hesitated for a moment, wondering if the cop would believe him, but then he admitted, “I’m on my way to visit his grave.”

			The cop exhaled. He looked down at the license, then handed it back to Ashur.

			“I’m sorry. You’re too young to not have a father. I’m going to let you off this time, okay? But if you don’t slow down, you’ll be dead, too.”

			Surprised by the man’s kindness, Ashur slipped his wallet back into his pocket. The cop turned to walk back to his car, but then he stopped and put a hand on Ashur’s arm. Ashur tensed—maybe the guy was having second thoughts about going so easy on him.

			“I’m sure things look pretty bad right now, son. But you can’t outrun your problems—no matter how hard you push that engine. You’ve got to face them head-on.”

			Ashur stared at him. For a moment he had the uncanny feeling that he had heard this before. Was his father speaking to him through this man, from beyond the grave?

			“Yes, sir.”

			The cop gave him a quick slap on the shoulder, then put his sunglasses back on and walked toward his car. Ashur waited until he couldn’t see the cruiser before he put his helmet back on and revved up the bike once more. Next time, he knew, he might not get so lucky.

			 

			By the time Ashur arrived at Forest Lawn Cemetery, he had almost managed to forget the cop’s words. He parked his bike against the curb on the street closest to his father’s plot. The only other vehicle around was a sedan, inky with dark custom paint, half a block down, its engine idling.

			There was a man standing over his father’s grave. His was older—late sixties, perhaps, but tall and broad-shouldered, his complexion a shade darker than Ashur’s. There were a few wrinkles near his eyes, but his hair was still jet black, as was the goatee surrounding his stern mouth.

			Ashur frowned and started toward the man. He looked at Ashur with dark eyes and held his stare. Something about the man stopped Ashur briefly—a sense of coiled fury that Ashur felt like he recognized.

			“What are you doing at my dad’s grave?” he said. He wished his voice sounded more sure of itself.

			“This must be a difficult day for you,” the man said. He spoke unexpectedly softly. “I’ll give you your privacy.”

			The man turned to leave, heading back toward the waiting town car.

			“Hey!” Ashur called after him. “I asked you a question!”

			The man did not turn, but he stopped for a moment.

			“Did you know my father?” Ashur said.

			He had never seen anyone else at his father’s grave since the day they had buried him. Each year he and his mother had some version of the same fight—Ashur asking her again to come with him to pay her respects to the man who had been her husband for nearly fifteen years, and Rose insisting, as she poured herself another drink, that the man wasn’t worth her time, or anyone else’s. Ashur knew it had been a long time since his parents had been happy together, but something in his mother had hardened since his father’s death. So now Ashur and his mother just repeated the same fights they had been having for the last six years, neither of them willing to change or give an inch. He stayed in the house only because he knew his father would not have wanted him to abandon Rose, no matter how difficult it was to be with her.

			The man turned, slowly now, as though he had been waiting for Ashur to ask exactly this question.

			“I knew your father,” he said. “A long time ago. Before you were born, even.”

			“Why did you come here today?”

			“To pay my respects,” the man said, nodding to the gravestone. But then a little smile came over his lips. “Though I suspect a part of me was hoping I might see you, as well.”

			“Me?” Ashur said.

			The man nodded, and then turned his attention to the Kawasaki.

			“A beautiful motorcycle,” he said. “Your father’s, yes?”

			Ashur looked at the bike. It had been his father’s pride, one of the few indulgences the man had permitted himself. His mother hated it—it was too loud, too dangerous, and far too fast, which, of course, were the very reasons that Ashur loved it so much. He had been surprised when she hadn’t tried to sell it after the accident—but then, Rose hadn’t done much of anything in the wake of her husband’s death, retreating into herself more and more. Ashur had told her it was stolen after he got his first ticket racing out in Palm Springs, and she hadn’t asked any questions after that.

			“There is power in the things we leave behind,” the man said, his eyes still on the motorcycle. “The way we imbue them with little bits of ourselves. Our legacy, in a way. I’m sure he would be happy to see you enjoying it.”

			“How did you know him?” Ashur said. It had been so long since he had met someone who knew his father—he felt an almost physical craving to hear more about him, to learn more. There was so much he didn’t know, stories that he could imagine his father would have shared with him as he got older, experiences that could have helped him as he tried to navigate the world. But instead he was here, all but alone, angry at everything and unsure of where to turn.

			“Let’s say I was an old family friend,” the man said.

			Ashur frowned.

			“Then why have I never met you before?”

			The man smiled again, this one smaller and sadder than before.

			“Your mother and I didn’t always see eye to eye,” he said. “I kept my distance, out of respect. But you’re a man now, Ashur. Capable of making your own decisions.”

			Ashur’s eyes grew wide in surprise—the man knew his name! And then he realized, with a bit of shame, that he still hadn’t asked the man who he was.

			“What is your name?” Ashur asked.

			“Call me Dobiel,” the man said. He extended his hand, and Ashur hesitated for a moment before taking it. The man had big hands, hardened and calloused, and Ashur wondered what it was this man had done in his years of work to earn himself hands like that.

			“Tell me,” Dobiel said, releasing his strong grip on Ashur’s hand. “Beyond the motorcycle—was there anything else your father left you to remember him by? Odishoo always was a thoughtful man, and I know he wanted the world for you.”

			Ashur stiffened at the question. He thought of the gun, an old semiautomatic Beretta 9 mm, that his father had kept on a high shelf in his closet. The day after the accident, Ashur had taken it down, wrapped it in two old T-shirts, and kept it hidden in a shoebox in the crawl space under his bedroom. He had taken it out to the desert a few times, set up the beer cans that campers left scattered by the rest stop, held his breath, and listened as the loud crack reverberated in the echoing emptiness. He had half a box of ammunition left, and the ability to hold something that had once been his father’s had brought him more comfort than he would have thought possible for two pounds of cold metal.

			Did Dobiel know about the gun? Ashur had never told anyone about it. And for all this man’s knowledge about him, and his family, he didn’t think now was the right time to start.

			“No,” he said, hanging his head. “Nothing.”

			“Really…” Dobiel said. “Nothing at all?”

			“No,” Ashur said, looking up now with a familiar fierceness—who was this man to question him like this?

			The man seemed to consider this for a moment, and then he shrugged.

			“Just as well, I suppose,” he said. “Sometimes, legacies are more trouble than they’re worth.”

			Ashur frowned.

			“What are you talking about?”

			The man shook his head.

			“Old things,” he said. Then he reached into a back pocket and produced a business card. Ashur took it.

			“Your father expected great things for you,” Dobiel said. “As do I. And I suspect you will have the chance to show who you really are, sooner than not. If you ever need anything…”

			With that, the man turned to leave, heading back to the dark, waiting car. Ashur fought down the urge to chase after him—there were so many things he wanted to ask, stories about his father he was sure he had never heard before, little things that others might dismiss as trivial but that Ashur was hungry to hear. Talking with this man made his father seem, however briefly, just a bit more alive. But he resisted the impulse and watched as the man climbed into the town car, the red of the taillights receding until they disappeared around a corner.

			Ashur looked down at the card in his hand. It contained only the name Dobiel—no last name—and a phone number with a California area code. As mysterious as the man who had given it to him. Had he really waited eighteen years to introduce himself to Ashur? And what had he and Rose disagreed about? There were so many questions Ashur had, but no way to get any answers now.

			So instead, he walked across the soft grass of the cemetery until he reached the familiar plot, kneeling beside the flat gravestone marker. He ran his fingers over the words etched into the marble:

			Odishoo Yonan

			1967–2002

			Loving Husband, Loving Father

			Ashur had insisted that his mother put those words on the marker. Beside the epitaph was an angel blowing a trumpet; that, too, had been Ashur’s choice. The man at the funeral home had seemed surprised that it was Ashur making these decisions, but he had told him he was proud of him for doing so, now that he was the man in the family. Ashur had hated him for that, talking down to him and doubting what he was capable of.

			The cool marble brought back memories of an Independence Day years ago. He had been five or six; it had been hot, almost too hot to eat the hamburgers his dad had grilled. Someone was visiting them, but he couldn’t remember the visitor’s face. The man had seemed out of place among all the sunshine and the smell of fresh cut grass. Ashur remembered, once the sun had gone down, dropping a burning sparkler onto his foot, and his father pushing the visitor aside as he screamed in pain. His mother was crying, berating him for being so careless. Odishoo had rushed him back inside, setting him on the kitchen counter and running cool water over the burn. He had whispered words of comfort and told Ashur how proud he was of him after Ashur told him he was ready to walk on his own.

			Tears burned now in Ashur’s eyes, but he wiped them away before they could fall to the grass. He knelt in silence for several long moments, the way he always did when he visited his father’s grave. Then, with another sigh, he stood and trudged back to his bike.

			 

			It was twilight by the time Ashur made it to the tree-lined neighborhood. He wasn’t ready to go home just yet, wasn’t ready for the fight he knew was coming with his mother. So instead, he parked his motorcycle on a quiet side street, the way he always did, and walked the two blocks until he was looking into the backyard of Kiki Johnson.

			The light was on in her bedroom window—she was home from gymnastics practice. Probably studying, with the cute little frown she got on her face when she was concentrating. Kiki was heading to Brown in the fall, a testament to the long hours she had spent frowning down at AP chemistry textbooks and calculus problem sets and practice SAT tests. Ashur still couldn’t believe that she was leaving.

			Girls had never been a problem for Ashur. But he had never been in love before. Maybe that was why girls came so easily. He was always honest and up-front about what he wanted, frank in a way that seemed to surprise the women and then make them want to be with him even more. He enjoyed sex—it was fun, a good escape, the physical release and the little moments of quiet, playful intimacy. But he was careful to keep things casual, always. You can’t lose what you don’t have, so he made sure never to have anything too precious.

			But Kiki Johnson was different. He had met her in history class his sophomore year. She always sat in the front row, raised her hand to answer questions faster than anyone else, and seemed to know more about certain topics than their teacher, who sometimes seemed like he didn’t quite know what to do with her. But she wasn’t a know-it-all either—or if she was, she was the first one Ashur had ever liked. It didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous, exactly the kind of look Ashur went for. Her father was Black and her mother was Puerto Rican, and Ashur thought she had the perfect warm skin tone. No one in her family knew where her piercing blue eyes came from, and both sides claimed credit for the perfect bubble butt that made Ashur’s pulse quicken when he watched her doing one of her floor routines.

			He made his way as quietly as he could through the bushes at the edge of her yard, then snuck his way across the lawn until his body was pressed up close against the siding of her house. There was a television on somewhere, the faint blare of a studio audience laughing and the flickering lights filtering out through the sliding glass door. He shimmied along the house until he was under Kiki’s bedroom, prayed none of the neighbors had called the cops yet, and then rattled the long drainage pipe that hung down from the gutter three times. He held his breath and waited.

			The window to Kiki’s bedroom slid open, and Kiki poked her head out and squinted down at Ashur.

			“What are you doing?” she said, speaking in a low hiss. “My dad is home.”

			“Say you’re taking out the trash,” Ashur said, smiling up at the sight of her.

			“Do you know what he’ll do if he catches you here?”

			“What, kick me out of school again?”

			Kiki sighed and rolled her eyes and closed the window, and Ashur went around to the side of the house where the trash cans sat behind a fence. Kiki’s father was Mr. Johnson, the assistant principal and defensive line coach for the football team, who had made it his personal mission to see that Ashur never set foot in the high school again. It didn’t help that Ashur’s last fight had dislocated the shoulder of the star defensive end before the game against their rival high school—though in fairness, it had been three against one, and Ashur had earned himself a pair of broken ribs and a chipped tooth and something in his knee that still made a funny clicking noise when he moved it the wrong way. No matter: he had a history of “aggressive behavior,” and no coaches watching his back, and he had had just about enough of high school by that point, anyway.

			A few minutes later he heard the front door creak open, and then Kiki was wandering around the side of the house, carrying a half-full garbage bag. She shook her head when she saw Ashur, but she was smiling too, and she dropped the bag and came over to him and kissed him hard, giving his butt a little squeeze. She tasted a little bit like peppermint, and he never got tired of the feel of her lips against his.

			“He’s going to get suspicious if I keep being so helpful,” Kiki said, dropping the bag into the garbage can.

			“He will not,” Ashur said. “You’re Daddy’s Little Princess. Cleaning up the castle is part of your job.”

			“You can’t keep coming around here like this,” she said. “He’s going to catch you, and then he’s going to kill you, and then he’s going to call the cops to come pick up your body.”

			“You never seem to mind,” Ashur said, pressing her body up against the house and kissing her again.

			“I’m serious,” Kiki said after another kiss.

			“So then come out with me,” Ashur said. “Somewhere safe, where your scary dad will never find us.”

			“I can’t,” Kiki said. “You know that.”

			“See? This is why I keep coming around. It’s the only time I get with you.”

			Kiki smirked, and then reached a hand to run through Ashur’s dark and curly hair. As she studied him, something different came across her face—concern, maybe, or sympathy. Ashur didn’t like it when other folks felt sorry for him, but there was something about Kiki that made it feel all right, like he didn’t have to worry so much about being tough.

			“How was it today?” she said. “Going to see your dad.”

			Ashur took a deep breath and leaned up against the house, one foot up and his hands behind his head. He thought about telling her about the strange man he had met, but something kept him from it. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Kiki—the whole thing just seemed too strange, and he didn’t feel like trying to explain something that he didn’t fully understand himself.

			“Hard. Like always.”

			Kiki reached down and took his hand, and Ashur let her. Her hand felt small in his but strong, her grip tight from years spent navigating the uneven bars and the rings.

			From somewhere inside the house, a particularly loud laugh sounded, more like a bark than anything else. It was so hard for Ashur to imagine Mr. Johnson laughing, watching dumb TV like anyone else. The only time he had ever seen the man smile was when the superintendent approved the motion to have Ashur expelled. Kiki had told him that her father was complicated, and that the man he saw at school and on the football field wasn’t the same person she saw at home. Even if she was right, it didn’t make him hate the man any less.

			“I have to get back in,” she said. “Or he’s going to think a coyote ate me.”

			“What coyote would be dumb enough to try and mess with you?” Ashur said.

			“A desperate one,” she said. “Something hungry enough to try.”

			They kissed again, slower and a little sadder, and Ashur found the small of her back and drew her in close to him.

			“We’re still on for the trip, though?”

			In all the months they had been seeing one another, Kiki had been careful to make sure there was no way her father could find out about Ashur. That meant not being together anywhere one of his football goons could see them and report back to their coach the kind of boy his precious daughter was hanging around with. At first, Ashur had thought she was embarrassed by him. He hadn’t minded much, back when he thought he still wanted to keep things casual. But in time he had come to realize that she was trying to look out for him, keep him safe.

			He had been planning this trip for weeks, an overnight to a little town up north on the coast. In the last year, since he’d left school, he’d had plenty of time to explore Southern California on his Kawasaki—when he had the gas money to do it. Kiki had been hesitant at first—she didn’t like lying to her parents—but Ashur had been persistent, and eventually she had relented, concocting some elaborate story that Ashur himself couldn’t always follow.

			“I wouldn’t miss it,” Kiki said, her eyes shining.

			From inside the house, they heard her father calling her name. She gave him another quick kiss, and then she was gone, disappeared around the corner and back inside.

			Ashur lingered along the side of the house for another moment, looking up at the sky. It was still early, and with all the light pollution you couldn’t see any stars, anyway. He let out a long, slow breath, and then crouched down and started working his way along the edge of the lawn, back toward his bike and the home he knew he’d have to go back to, sooner or later.

			He rode home, thinking about his father.

			November 28, 2002

			Ashur walked into the fall sunlight with a smile on his face that had nothing—or at least very little—to do with the fact that he had just gotten out of math class. Today was the day he had been waiting for all his life: his twelfth birthday, the day boys became men in the Yonan family. The tradition had been passed down from generation to generation, and now, finally, it was his turn.

			Ashur couldn’t wait for his dad to pick him up so they could talk, man to man. His parents had been arguing for weeks about this, loud conversations that went late into the night. Ashur knew that his mother didn’t want his father to tell him about something—a family secret, maybe, but beyond that he couldn’t tell. But Rose hated it when Odishoo told him tales of Assyria and Persia, of great emperors and the lands they ruled.

			As he walked by the football field, Ashur’s head was full of visions of powerful warriors and beautiful princesses. But then something caught his eye and made his stomach drop: a group of kids gathered around a new student, just arrived from Iran. He could hear them laughing, and it didn’t sound friendly. He walked faster.

			One of the kids gave the new boy a shove—light for now, but Ashur knew it was only the start.

			“Look at this loser!” the kid jeered. “Fresh off the boat. And wearing a Michael Jackson shirt?” Another shove. “No one wears Michael Jackson shirts, you little FOB!”

			The new kid was smiling, but his eyes were wide with fear. “Tank you,” he said in a heavy Persian accent.

			“No one likes your shirt, idiot,” another punk said. Another shove came, this one hard enough to make the boy stumble backward, tripping over his shoes. The boy’s smile was gone now as a big kid leered over him. “We don’t want your kind here.”

			Ashur could feel his face getting hot. With his hands balled up at his sides he walked into the middle of the group. The boy cowered away from him, assuming he was another bully. But Ashur smiled at him, extended a hand to help him up.

			“What’s your name?” he asked. His Farsi wasn’t great, but he knew enough to ask this. The boy lit up at the sound of a language he understood.

			“My name is Nima,” the boy said.

			“Look at these two love birds, speaking terrorist.” It was Larry, the biggest middle schooler by two inches and thirty pounds, big and mean. “I didn’t know there even were gay terrorists.”

			Ashur looked at him. He had been called names before, but he hated being called a terrorist.

			“Leave him alone,” he said through gritted teeth. “He didn’t do anything to you.”

			A mean grin came across Larry’s face.

			“Aren’t you that idiot who got up in front of the whole class in fifth grade and said you’ll be king of Iran or some dumb shit?”

			Ashur didn’t reply—he knew that was exactly what he had said, too naïve to know how it would sound to the others. He put an arm around Nima and tried to steer him away from the football field.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Larry said, following the two boys. “Off to plan the next 9/11 with your family?”

			That hit a nerve. Ashur hated being called a terrorist, but he hated people saying things about his family—people they had never met before—even more.

			“What did you just say?”

			“You heard me. I called your family terrorists. What are you going to do about it?”

			The other kids surrounded the pair, shouting, “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

			Ashur could feel his muscles tensing, and there was a bitter taste in his mouth. But he reminded himself that he was only two periods away from seeing his dad. He held on to that thought as he turned away.

			“Pussy,” Larry called after him. And for a moment, Ashur thought it might be over.

			Then he felt something hit his back, hard. Larry’s foot. He fell to the ground and spat out a mouthful of dirt as someone yelled, “Did you see that?! Ooooh! Larry kicked his ass!”

			Ashur jumped to his feet and ran at Larry, tackling him to the ground. He started swinging at Larry’s face. A few of Larry’s friends jumped in to pry him off, but Ashur kept punching, pummeling the bully’s face as he screamed with rage.

			But then someone bigger than him—much bigger—grabbed him from behind and picked him up. For a moment Ashur thrashed, still intent on hurting Larry as badly as he could.

			“Knock it off!” said the deep voice of the assistant principal. “You’re all coming with me.”

			 

			Ashur had been sitting outside the principal’s office for almost an hour. He had already told his side of the story twice—first to the assistant principal, and then again to Principal Lamas. He knew he shouldn’t have taken the bait from Larry, knew that he had hurt the boy—Larry had a black eye, and had gone straight to the nurse’s office to get bandaged up. But he also knew that he hadn’t started the fight and had only stepped in to protect another boy from the bully. Surely Principal Lamas would understand that.

			The door opened, and Odishoo walked in. Ashur cringed—he had spent the whole morning looking forward to seeing his father, and now that was ruined. But the anger he expected to see on his father’s face was instead the kind of concern that hurt Ashur even worse somehow than if he had been mad.

			“Hey, son,” he said quietly. “You okay?”

			Ashur nodded. He hadn’t been hurt too badly. But he still felt terrible, in trouble for the first time at school, and on this of all days.

			Principal Lamas opened the door to his office and asked them both to come in. He and Odishoo shook hands, and Ashur could see the two men regarding one another, sizing the other up.

			“I wish we were meeting under better circumstances, Mr. Yonan,” Principal Lamas said.

			Odishoo sat down.

			“As do I,” he said. “Please, tell me what happened.”

			The principal took a deep breath, looked briefly at Ashur, and then turned back to Odishoo.

			“Your son nearly put a boy in the hospital today,” Principal Lamas said. “If Assistant Principal Jackson hadn’t stopped them, I fear we would be having a much worse conversation.”

			“Is this true?” Odishoo said, looking at Ashur.

			“He called me and the new boy a terrorist,” Ashur said. “He said our family was the reason for 9/11. He got what he deserved.”

			“That is Ashur’s version of the story,” Principal Lamas said. “We heard a very different version from the others who were there. They say Ashur instigated the fight. This kind of violent behavior is not acceptable in this school.”

			“They’re lying!” Ashur said, unable to contain himself. “Ask Nima!”

			“Nima didn’t seem to understand what was happening,” the principal said. “Even when we found a teacher to speak with him in Farsi, he would only apologize for the entire incident.”

			Ashur could see the frustration on Odishoo’s face—the same frustration he felt himself. But then his father’s face turned smooth again as he spoke with the principal.

			“Can I speak with you privately, Mr. Lamas?”

			The principal nodded.

			“Wait outside, Ashur,” his father said. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

			Ashur wanted to argue, but he didn’t. Instead, he put his head down and went out into the little area outside the principal’s office. He knew he had let his father down. But as much as he wanted to, he didn’t let himself cry.

			He spent the next few minutes feeling his insides churn. He couldn’t believe how unfair it was, the principal believing the other boys instead of him. He knew Larry was popular, the star of the football team the high school coach was already salivating over. But shouldn’t Ashur’s word count just as much as theirs? But the worst thing—the thing that nearly made him want to throw up—was the thought that his father might not believe him, either. That, he thought, would be horrible.

			When his father stepped out of the office and signaled for him to follow, Ashur jumped up. They walked to the car in complete silence, Ashur’s heart thudding in his chest.

			“Dad, do you believe me?” he said.

			Odishoo paused for a moment, then turned to look at Ashur with hard eyes.

			“I do believe you. You have your faults, like anyone else, but I have never known you to lie.”

			Ashur felt tremendous relief at hearing these words. But he was confused, too—his father seemed more angry with him now than he had been before. He went to ask a question, but before he could, his father continued.

			“But that still doesn’t make it right, you taking things as far as you did,” Odishoo said.

			“I don’t understand—are you telling me I shouldn’t have defended myself?”

			“There are times that you need to defend yourself physically. But you have to learn to control yourself, too, even when you’re angry. Especially when you’re angry.”

			Odishoo shook his head.

			“You will be offended many, many times in your life. If you react the way you did today every time, there will be too many people for you to fight. You need to learn to control your emotions. You will be called worse things than just a terrorist, and people will do worse things than kick you in the back.”

			Ashur frowned.

			“But do you think what happened today was fair? Do you think it’s fair that Larry got away with a lie? And that Principal Lamas didn’t believe me?”

			Odishoo gave him a sad smile.

			“Welcome to the real world. Life isn’t fair all the time. And as a man, you need to understand that.”

			Ashur pushed himself back into the passenger’s seat. He had spent all day—weeks, months, years even—waiting for his father to call him a man. But now that he was here, it suddenly seemed a lot less fun than he had imagined.

			“But how do you keep people from treating you unfairly?”

			Odishoo smiled again, bigger this time.

			“You can’t prevent it completely, but you can learn to be a better judge of character. That skill only comes with time and experience, dealing with many people.”

			“I don’t like that.”

			“Doesn’t matter. It’s a law of life—just like there’s a law of gravity, there’s a law of unfairness. Can you change gravity, even if you don’t like it?”

			“Of course not.”

			“So then why waste your time worrying about it? Unfairness is the same way. You need to learn how to deal with unfair people in your life. Because they’re not going away.”

			Ashur looked down at his hands.

			“I guess I understand what you’re saying.”

			“Good.” Odishoo reached over and ruffled his hair. Usually Ashur tried to dodge out of the way, but this time the feel of his father’s hand on his head was comforting.

			“Now, I have good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”

			Ashur frowned.

			“What’s the bad news?”

			“You’re suspended for the rest of the week.”

			“Are you kidding me!” Ashur said. “But I didn’t do anything! Larry is the person who should be suspended, not me.”

			“Didn’t we just talk about the law of unfairness?”

			“But it’s stupid, Dad. I don’t deserve to be suspended.”

			“And what can you do about it?”

			Ashur started to say again how unfair it was, but then he thought about everything his father had just said. “Nothing, I guess. Just live with it.”

			“Okay then. Now, do you want the good news?”

			Ashur nodded. Odishoo took his chin in his hand and turned his face to him, smiling one of the biggest smiles Ashur had ever seen.

			“Today you are a man. And today you learn our family’s secret history.”

			All the unfairness of the day suddenly evaporated. It was not ruined, after all. He was still going to become a Yonan man.

			“Finally!” Ashur said. “That’s what I’ve been waiting for!”

			“I know,” his father said, turning over the car’s ignition.

			As they drove away from the school, Ashur turned to Odishoo.

			“Can you please not tell Mom about me being suspended until tomorrow morning? Please? I don’t want anything else to ruin my birthday.”

			Odishoo was quiet for a moment, navigating the car out of the parking lot.

			“Let me think about that one.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			When he made it back to Burbank it was full dark, and Ashur parked his bike in the little alleyway two blocks down from his apartment. He had moved here with his mother six years ago, after his father’s death, and Ashur had never gotten used to it. He couldn’t think about their old house without thinking about the life he had left behind: his father in the big backyard, listening to his favorite Iranian music while he smoked his pipe, his eyes closed with pleasure as he sat after a long day at work.

			As Ashur turned the corner, he could see that the apartment was still lit up. He hoped his mother had left the lights on by mistake or had fallen asleep watching TV. She was drinking more than ever now, buying cheap handles of vodka that she mixed with thin orange juice, and most days he managed to leave before she woke from wherever she’d fallen asleep the night before. He lingered outside the door for another moment, trying to keep the feeling of calm that had come to him as he wrapped his arms around Kiki. For how long, now, had coming home been the worst part of his day? He took a deep breath, turned his key in the lock as quietly as he could manage, and eased the front door open.

			The sound of the TV assaulted him as he walked in, some slick salesman telling viewers to act now! or else risk missing this special offer. He tiptoed across the kitchen, praying he would make it into the bedroom without another fight. He was exhausted, his mind still whirling from the meeting with the mysterious stranger at his father’s grave. All he wanted to do was put his head down and go to sleep.

			“Where were you?”

			His mother’s voice was only a little slurred. Ashur thought about pressing forward as if he hadn’t heard her, locking his bedroom door and ignoring the pounding and the insults that he knew she’d hurl through the thin particleboard. He had done that plenty of nights before, his headphones up as high as they would go to drown out the sound of her yelling. But instead he sighed and turned to face Rose.

			His mother had once been a beautiful woman—even after everything, it was possible to see that, in the set of her cheekbones and the rich olive tone of her skin. But there were dark bags under her eyes now, and her unwashed hair was stringy and lank. Ashur kept a photograph of his parents’ wedding day in the shoebox in his closet where he had all his most precious items, the ones he didn’t want his mother to find: his father proud and handsome in his wedding suit, his mother all done up, young and beautiful and smiling. Rose had destroyed most of the other family photos, one of the many things that Ashur thought he would never be able to forgive her for.

			The glass in her hand was empty, but Ashur knew it wouldn’t stay that way for long. She stood from her chair, groaning a bit with the effort.

			“I went to visit Dad,” Ashur said, trying to keep calm. “I told you that.”

			“You went to go visit a pile of bones,” his mother said, coming toward the kitchen. “Dust.”

			“I was paying my respects,” Ashur said, his eyes narrowing. “Like you should have been.”

			“You were playing make-believe. Pretending it mattered. Pretending that man was worth anything.”

			Rose shook her head, tottered over to the freezer, and removed a tray of ice cubes. Ashur had heard it all before, but it still made him shake with rage, hearing his mother talk about his father like that. Rose continued to fix herself a drink, the glass tinkling as she filled it, not even bothering to look at her son as she spoke to him. As though his presence there in the kitchen barely registered with her.

			“When are you going to grow up, Ashur?”

			Every muscle in Ashur’s body tensed. The notion that Rose could lecture him about responsibility—about what it meant to be a man—was absurd. His mother hadn’t held a job in the six years since Odishoo’s death. There had been a bit of money from selling the old house, a few dollars in savings, but that had quickly run out. Since then they had scraped by on government assistance and whatever Ashur could scrounge together from his after-school jobs. Ashur would have laughed if he weren’t so angry.

			“Is this what being an adult looks like?” he said. “Sitting around all day, drinking? Wasting our money on vodka and cheap cigarettes?”

			A nasty smile came over Rose’s mouth then, as she brought the fresh drink up to her lips for a sip.

			“You must really think you’re someone, to talk to me like that. In my house. Under my roof.”

			“Your house? Who pays the rent? With what money? Who pays for the food I eat? Is it you, or the food stamps?”

			Rose looked at him for a moment, and then blinked.

			“Tell me, Ashur, how are your classes going?”

			Ashur seethed in silence. His mother hadn’t seemed to care, one way or another, when he didn’t look for another school after he was expelled from high school. A real mother would have been angry with him, maybe, told him to stop wasting his life. But Rose had just sneered at him, as though she had been waiting for him to fail.

			“And those college admissions essays?” she said. “You must be a shoo-in, with your sad story. The poor little boy who went around punching people until they kicked him out of school. You must be so proud of yourself.”

			Ashur locked eyes with his mother. He hated her when she got like this, mean and cruel. Worst of all, she knew him well enough to know how to hurt him.

			“I’m not in the mood for this tonight, Rose,” he said. “I’m going to bed.”

			“Don’t call me Rose,” his mother said. “I am your mother. However much you wish that wasn’t true.”

			“Just…leave me alone, okay?” Ashur said. There was no use in arguing with his mother when she got like this, but it hadn’t stopped him before, and he knew that if he didn’t get out soon, things would start to spiral. He started walking toward his bedroom, but Rose followed him.

			“You think you can just wander in here whenever you want, insult me, and then tell me you’re not in the mood? You don’t get to decide that. You still live under my roof. I’m not through with you!”

			Her voice was starting to rise.

			“Just go to sleep, Rose,” Ashur said. “You’re going to wake the whole neighborhood.”

			“You Yonan men are all the same,” she said. “Worthless. That’s what’s wrong with you. Too much Yonan blood. I should have never married your father. I can only pray to God that no woman is dumb enough to make the same mistake with you.”

			Ashur was nearly to his bedroom door, but this last insult was too much. He turned around quickly, looming over his mother.

			“What makes you think I would ever want to get married, and risk going through what Dad had to go through with you?”

			“That’s right,” his mother said. “Blame me for everything. Let me be the reason poor Ashur never even tried. It’s my fault you quit school. It’s my fault you got in all those fights. It’s my fault you’ll never make anything of your life. Nothing could ever be your fault. That’s the difference between you and your father. At least he tried—for a little while. You gave up before you even started.”

			The edges of Ashur’s vision were starting to blur a little. He could feel the way his muscles were tensing, taste something bitter in his mouth. Instinctively he brought his hand up to the scar at the corner of his eye, feeling the place where the wound had closed but still left the skin jagged. His mother watched him, and for a moment something seemed to soften in her: the memory of her son in pain, and what she had done. But then she hardened up again, fast.

			“That stupid man,” she said.

			“Why do you hate him so much?” Ashur said.

			“Because I knew him,” she said. “Better than you. Better than anyone. Don’t you ever wonder why you’re the only one who still cares about him?”

			Ashur hesitated for a moment. He hadn’t wanted to tell her about the mysterious man at the cemetery that afternoon—Dobiel had even told him that he and Ashur’s mother hadn’t gotten along, and that that was the reason he hadn’t come around much. But when his mother talked to him like this, it made him feel completely alone in the world. Sometimes, he even started to believe the hateful things she said. Seeing someone else at the grave—knowing that he wasn’t crazy to care about Odishoo’s memory the way he did—was powerful enough to push back against all that. He needed Rose to know that not everyone in the world agreed with her.

			“I’m not the only one who still cares about Dad!” Ashur spat.

			The comment caught his mother off guard. She tilted her head to the side, swaying a little now, as though the news had staggered her. Probably just the drink catching up with her, Ashur thought, but there was still something satisfying about shutting her up for the moment.

			“What are you talking about?” she said.

			“There was a man today,” he said. “At the cemetery.”

			“He must have been lost,” Rose said. “Trying to find someone else. Someone who mattered.”

			“He knew Dad,” Ashur said. “He knew me.”

			“Impossible,” Rose said. But there was something new sneaking around the edge of her expression now, eating away at the hardness and the cruelty. Was it doubt? Or something darker, a temporary flicker of fear? Whatever it was, Ashur was satisfied, seeing it there.

			“It’s true,” Ashur said. “He said he even knew you. And that you hated him. It felt good, to know I had company for once.”

			For a long moment, Rose said nothing, working over something in her mind.

			“Impossible,” she said quietly, more to herself than anything.

			“He even told me his name,” Ashur said, feeling a bit bolder now. “Dobiel.”

			Whatever fear had been in his mother before was quickly replaced by something new: anger, white-hot this time, more powerful than the cruel mocking with which she usually tormented Ashur. She let her head loll back until she was looking at the ceiling and let out a jagged scream, the sound filling the space of the little kitchen. Ashur staggered backward a few steps, shocked to hear so much noise coming from his mother—how long, he wondered, until one of the neighbors called the cops?

			She reared back and hurled her glass, the drink splashing out as it hurtled across the room. The glass shattered against the wall behind Ashur, missing him by only a foot. Shards were lying all around him, and he stared at his mother, his mouth agape.

			“Are you crazy?!” he said. “What are you doing?”

			There was something almost inhuman about his mother now, her body coursing with fear and rage. Rose extended a long finger toward him, the rest of her body strangely limp.

			“Do not lie to me!” she said.

			“I’m telling the truth!” Ashur said, confused. He always told the truth—even his mother, in the depths of her drunken sorrow and meanness, knew this. So then why would she even suggest it? The only reason Ashur could come up with chilled him: because she was scared that what he was telling her was true.

			“You fool!” Rose said, shouting the words across the kitchen. “You naïve, worthless fool! You have no idea what you’re doing.”

			Ashur was seething, his body coursing with adrenaline. By now he knew how all the arguments with his mother would unfold, could feel their essence and contours as they slipped into another round of fighting: arguing about money, arguing about living together, arguing about his father. But this was different, raw and ragged in a way their fights usually weren’t. A part of him was almost excited, seeing that it was still possible to make his mother feel like this. But there was something dangerous about it, too. Still, he pressed on.

			“You know him, don’t you? Tell me who he was!”

			“Never!” his mother said, her hands balled into tight fists, crossing the space until she was standing right before him, shaking with anger.

			“What are you going to do, hit me again?” Ashur said. He thought she looked like she wanted to. When she didn’t say anything, he grabbed her hands. She shrieked and tried to pull away.

			“Let go of me!” his mother said.

			But instead, Ashur took her hands, still clenched in fists, and started to hit himself across his face.

			“Hit me!” he said. “Go on, hit me! Hit me harder! Does that feel good? Isn’t that what you want?!”

			“What are you doing?” Rose said. “What’s wrong with you?”

			“Tell me who he is!” he said, still hitting himself. By now his mother’s hands had gone limp as he held them. She was sobbing, bitter tears and a choked sound coming from her. He let go of her, turned, and punched a hole in the drywall of the kitchen.

			“You’re going crazy!” she said, crumpling to the floor. “Just like your grandfather. You crazy fool. I cannot have you like this. Leave this house!”

			“You think I want to be here?” Ashur said. “Living with you? I stayed because you would die without me.”

			Rose lay crumpled on the floor, still racked with sobs, looking now like the dried and shriveled husk of a mother Ashur had once had.

			“God, why did you give me a son like this?” she wailed. “What did I do to deserve it?”

			“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” Ashur said. He turned around, walked into his room, and slammed the door so hard the whole house shook.

			He had thought about leaving before. Sometimes it felt like that was all he thought about. But each time, his father’s voice would come to him. Reminding him that he was the man of the house, and that it was his job to take care of his mother, no matter how difficult it was to live with her. But now, as he moved around his room, collecting the few precious things he owned, all that he could hear was the sound of his own heart beating in his ear, and the faint noise of his mother’s crying through the thin door.

			There was something about that man at the cemetery. Something that had scared his mother—and moved her to a new anger that he had never seen in Rose before. He needed to find out what it was, and it was clear that Rose would not be the one to tell him.

			Ashur stuffed a few sets of clothes into his backpack. Took the few snapshots he had left from the shoebox in the closet. Then, after checking that the door to his bedroom was locked, he stood on his bed and opened the ceiling panel. Carefully he brought down the Beretta, wrapped in an old T-shirt. He kept the clip separate—and the box of 9 mm ammunition, still half full. Other than the motorcycle, the gun was the last physical thing he had to connect him with his father. He unwrapped the pistol and held it for a moment, the familiar feel of the metal, the roughness of the crosshatched grip. Feeling it now made Ashur feel comforted and sad all at once. He waited again for his father’s voice to come to him, telling him what to do. But again there was silence.

			“Where are you, Dad?” he whispered quietly. But no answer came. So he wrapped the gun in the T-shirt and stuffed it as far down into his backpack as he could.

			He waited by the door of his room until he couldn’t hear any more sound coming from outside, his ear pressed up against the wood. The adrenaline from earlier had mostly burned off now; he was more exhausted than ever. But he knew that if he went to sleep, by the morning his resolve would be gone. He needed to leave—tonight.

			He opened the door quietly. His mother was still on the floor of the kitchen, propped up against the wall. For a horrible moment he thought she might be dead. But then he saw her breathing, ragged and awkward. She looked pitiful, crumpled up like some broken thing. Ashur had tried to look after her, to protect her from herself—his teenage years had been spent fighting against her, trying as best he could. He felt like he had failed. But there was no way to change that now. And after tonight, he swore to himself he wouldn’t look back, though he knew that would be an impossible promise to keep.

			As Ashur walked the lonely dark blocks to his bike, he realized he was leaving behind his first love—his mother—who had just broken his heart for good. The engine roared when he started it, drowning out the sound of her cries still echoing in his ears.

			 

			When they arrived home, Odishoo called out for Rose. But the house was silent—she was out, running errands or visiting a friend. Odishoo smiled at Ashur as he sliced lemons for their tea—no need to tell her about the fight, or the suspension, just yet.

			“You already know some of our family history,” his father said. “Our family grew up in Iran, but we are not Persian—we are Assyrian. The Yonans are descended from kings and emperors, great warriors—your grandfather was named for the fierce Sargon, an Assyrian king. But we loved our adopted country, especially after the reforms and modernizations of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi.”

			Ashur nodded along—he knew most of this already, but he didn’t dare interrupt his father, for fear that he might miss something new. Odishoo sighed, the memory clearly painful.

			“That is why the day I learned we would have to leave was so upsetting. I remember it so clearly, even though I was young.

			“It was 1975. We were watching television, your grandparents on the sofa and me on the floor, when Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi—Reza Shah’s son—said to the interviewer, Mike Wallace,

			“‘The brown-eyed people are teaching the blue-eyed people something. The blue-eyed people have to wake up from their complacency, from this torpor in which they put themselves by taking too many sleeping pills.’

			“I was so excited to see our king say those words about the Westerners! So proud that he took such pride in Iran. But when I turned back to my parents, my father had a look on his face that I had never seen before. He looked like the Shah had just said the worst thing he could say about anyone. I was upset at my dad—why wasn’t he as enthusiastic as I was about the Shah’s boldness and courage? His reaction confused me.”

			Ashur had heard this much before, but usually the story stopped there. Today, though, Ashur knew he would learn more—he was officially a man now, and so he would get to hear the parts his father had kept from him before. This was his family history, all of it.

			As they walked through the house to the backyard, Ashur asked, “What did Grandpa think about what the Shah said?”

			A sad smile came across Odishoo’s face.

			“My father’s first words were, ‘It’s over.’ I didn’t understand what he meant. But he looked past me, to my mother. He told her they had to get me out of Iran even faster than they had planned. ‘This thing is going to get very ugly, very quickly,’ he said. ‘The empire is about to fall.’

			“I had often overheard his concern about the Shah’s vision for Iran, talking with other government agents at our home. But this was different, a new kind of worry I hadn’t seen before.”

			“What was wrong with the Shah’s vision?” Ashur asked. “Isn’t having a visionary leader a good thing?”

			“Visionary leaders tend to attract enemies,” Odishoo said. “Even if the vision is a good one. And when that vision is fulfilled, envious enemies dislike that leader even more.”

			“But all the great leaders we learn about in school were bold visionaries,” Ashur pressed. “Abraham Lincoln. Julius Caesar!”

			Odishoo arched his brows.

			“And how do those stories tend to end?”

			Ashur thought for a moment.

			“With the leader being killed.”

			“Or someone on the inside turning on them,” Odishoo said, nodding. “Even if they make things better for others, things don’t end well for them. Or for their families and loved ones. It’s a difficult thing to explain.”

			Odishoo smiled at his son, but there was a sadness mixed in that Ashur didn’t understand.

			“You know, I have always felt it is my true calling to teach you everything I can, Ashur—to prepare you for something big in your future. You are destined for greatness, but it’s a greatness you must discover yourself.”

			Ashur blushed at his father’s words.

			“You really think so?”

			“I know so. But not everyone can understand that.” Odishoo frowned. “Not even your mother, although she loves you very much.

			“Your mother doesn’t like when I tell you about our people’s history. Her experience in Iran was very different than mine. She grew up in a small city in Azarbaijan, in a family who believed that communism would make their lives better. She still believes that the wars in the world are the fault of capitalism and big business.”

			Odishoo’s frown deepened.

			“And she hated Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi.”

			“But why?” Ashur wondered how many nights this disagreement had been the cause of his parents’ arguments.

			“She sees him as an egotistical man whose competitive drive caused the empire to fall. She hates everything he stood for, truly hates it.” Odishoo’s frown lifted a bit as he pushed open the back door and ushered Ashur ahead of him. “This is why, when we talk about Iran or Assyria, we do so outside, son—out of respect for your mother.”

			“I don’t understand,” Ashur said, frowning. “How can you be married to someone you disagree with on something so big?”

			The sad smile returned to Odishoo’s face.

			“Love is a funny thing, Ashur. Hopefully there will be time to teach you all about that, too.”
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