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For wine alone has power to part

The rust of sorrow from the heart.

—Abolqasem Ferdowsi, Shahnameh
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Farzan

Farzan was crying.

It was his own fault: he knew better than to let his knives get this dull, but he’d taken a job substitute teaching every day the last two weeks and hadn’t made it out to the knife shop he liked.

Plus, this onion was aggressively potent. He’d started tearing up as he peeled the skin, even before he made the first cut. At least he didn’t have to dice it. All he needed were some long strips.

Farzan wiped his eyes with the crook of his elbow, darkening the soft gray cotton of his Henley. He’d have to change before Cliff got here, but first he had to get the salmon marinating, plus wash the rice and get it soaking. This was going to be Cliff’s introduction to Persian food, and everything had to be perfect.

He hummed along to Hikaru Utada—video game music was his go-to kitchen playlist—as he dropped the slices of onion into a wide dish. He added a good glug of olive oil, salt, and white pepper, then moved to his mortar and pestle for the saffron, red threads releasing their heavenly fragrance into the air as he ground them to a fine powder.

His mother insisted—as did many Iranians—that saffron was an aphrodisiac. Farzan certainly hoped it was true. This was his third date with Cliff, the make-or-break point. The first two dates—one at a coffee shop, the other a walk around Loose Park—had been pretty close to perfect. Cliff was fun, and interesting, and they’d had a good connection: laughing at each other’s jokes, bumping elbows as they walked, sharing little smiles. The kiss they’d shared pressed up against the side of Cliff’s Toyota had been full of promise, the kind of promise that set Farzan’s stomach dancing.

Persian food and chill was the perfect third date. At least, Farzan hoped it was. Cliff had seemed happy with the suggestion, but there was always the worry that Cliff was just agreeing to spare Farzan’s feelings. Sometimes dating was exhausting.

But Farzan was confident in his cooking. He’d waffled on whether to serve fish, given what he hoped might happen after, but taste had won out: saffron-marinated salmon, served over zereshk polow—basmati rice mixed with barberries, tart little rubies—was one of Farzan’s specialties.

It was an unorthodox combination, one he argued about with his dad, Firouz, constantly. Firouz, like many Iranians, would’ve paired fish with baghali polow, fava bean rice, or at least sabzi polow, rice with lots of fresh herbs, especially dill. But Farzan loved the combination of sweet and sour, the lift it gave to the savory fish.

Farzan had learned everything he knew about cooking from his dad, who was in charge of the food at his parents’ restaurant in the Northland. They called it Shiraz Bistro, even though their family came from Yazd. But his parents had insisted Shiraz was more familiar to Americans, because of the wine.

Not that they served much Shiraz at the bistro: Persis, Farzan’s mom, was in charge of the books, and she kept tight reins on the booze budget. Farzan’s brother and sister had taken after Persis in the math skills department, but somehow Farzan had missed out: math had been his worst subject in school, and every time he got a call to substitute for a math teacher, he seriously considered driving his car into the Missouri River instead.

“Shit!” he hissed, after bumping his elbow against the hot kettle.

His kitchen was smaller than he would’ve preferred, with not nearly enough counter space, but otherwise he really liked his apartment in the River Market. It had easy access to the farmers market on the weekends, a streetcar stop down the block, and countless restaurants nearby. Best of all, it was still rent-controlled, despite the intense gentrification all around. He’d moved in right after finishing his master’s in education—fuck, that was more than a decade ago now—and he had no plans to move.

He grabbed the kettle to pour boiling water over the saffron; the red powder blossomed into liquid gold. He swirled it in his mortar before adding it to the marinade. But as he ducked into the fridge to pull out the salmon, his music suddenly cut out, and his phone started buzzing. He jolted upright, banging his head against the handle to the freezer door.

“Fuck,” he groaned as he pulled out his phone, blinking at Cliff’s photo on the screen.

Holy shit. Cliff was calling him.

Making the transition from texts to phone calls was a huge step, right? Maybe even bigger than Persian food and chill. His throat clamped for a second; his heart gave a happy flutter.

Farzan was definitely getting laid tonight.

He grinned, even though Cliff couldn’t see him, as he answered. “Hey. I was just thinking about you.”

“Hi. I catch you at a bad time?” Cliff had a mellow, throaty voice, not to mention nice lips framed by his well-manicured beard.

Farzan held the phone in the crook of his neck as he pulled on a pair of nitrile gloves. He always used them for this part; otherwise his hands would be stained yellow for days, and that was definitely not sexy. “No, I’m just getting dinner going. Can’t wait to see you tonight.”

“Oh.” Cliff cleared his throat and went quiet for a moment. Then: “Did you get my texts?”

“No, sorry. I’ve been cooking. Everything all right? Oh shit, you don’t have a fish allergy, do you?” Farzan mentally kicked himself. He should’ve checked before going to the grocery store. He should’ve—

“Nothing like that.” Cliff’s voice softened, in that way someone’s did when they knew the listener wouldn’t like what they were about to say. Farzan’s shoulders hitched up. “Listen. I’ve been… Well, I don’t think I can make it tonight.”

“Oh.” Farzan tried to keep his voice light, even though his sternum began to burn. “We could try tomorrow instead?”

But he was pretty sure he already knew where this was heading. His eyes began to prickle in the corners, and this time, not from onions.

Cliff cleared his throat again. “Listen. You’re a nice guy, but… I’m not really feeling it. You know? I don’t see this going anywhere. I didn’t want to lead you on.”

“Oh.”

Farzan stared at the bowl of marinade. How many inches of liquid did it take to drown yourself in?

“I get it,” he said. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“I was hoping to catch you before you started. I can Venmo you for the groceries—”

“It’s fine. Leftovers, right?” Farzan knew he sounded weird. His throat felt like it was closing up. Farzan didn’t have any allergies (unless you counted how cantaloupe always made his tongue burn), but maybe he was becoming allergic to constant rejection.

Repeated exposure made allergies worse, right?

“I… guess I’d better let you go then.”

“Yeah. Okay. Uh. Thanks, Farzan. Bye.”

“Bye.” But Cliff had already hung up.

Farzan jumped when Utada started singing again. He paused the song and sighed.

Thirty-seven years old and single again.

Thirty-seven years old, single, and about to drop a fifty-dollar salmon fillet on the floor.

“Goddamn it!” he spat. The salmon was a two-hand job.

He groaned and pulled it off the floor. A good rinse and it would be fine.

Farzan shook his head, blinking against the sting in his eyes. Did it count as a breakup if you were never officially together? It hurt like one. Not the sort of all-encompassing, black-hole-of-despair heartbreak he’d had with his last serious boyfriend, Jason (fucking Jason, he mentally amended), or even the jagged, knife-to-the-guts feeling of when he’d brought up being exclusive to Corey, who said he didn’t see why they had to change their casual relationship to something more (that’s what Farzan got for falling for a guy who only did casual) but still, this hurt enough.

What was it about him that drove men away?

Farzan knew he was fairly good-looking. His light russet skin was smooth and clear, thanks to a combination of good genes and good skin care. He had an elegant nose (if only a little largish—he was Persian after all). His thick, curly black hair wasn’t thinning—Alavi men didn’t usually go bald, though he had started finding salt in his pepper. Plenty of guys complimented his warm brown bedroom eyes.

Yeah, maybe he was headed toward a bit of a barrel chest, and yeah, he’d lost any trace of abs five years ago, but he was reasonably fit, even by the unrelenting standards of the gay community.

Farzan huffed. If it wasn’t his looks, it had to be something else, something inside him, and he couldn’t wait to hear his family’s latest theories about that next time they interrogated him about his dating life.

Meanwhile, his younger sister was happily married, and his baby brother was in a long-term relationship. Everyone in the family was already taking bets on when he’d propose.

How had Farzan wound up as the one with no love life?

He finished rinsing the salmon and patted it dry with a paper towel. At least Cliff had called before he’d started cooking the rice. He could save the marinade for tomorrow—it would actually taste better after sitting overnight anyway.

Farzan didn’t much feel like cooking anymore. Persian food was for sharing: for family gatherings, for date nights, for sitting together enjoying the warmth of a meal, lovingly prepared. It was not a food for breakups.

Thankfully (or lamentably), Farzan had a foolproof solution for heartbreak: get drunk on wine and eat a bunch of french fries. He’d perfected the pairing in his twenties, commiserating with his best friends, Ramin and Arya, over the men they were seeing, and fucking, and loving, and losing.

Farzan paused his music and pulled his phone back out to text them. The only thing better for a breakup than wine and fries was wine and fries with friends.


Farzan

Guess who got dumped

You guys free for wine and fries?

We could check out that new wine bar.



His friends answered in less than a minute.


Arya

WTF

Sorry dude




Ramin

Oh Farzan. I’m sorry.

Are you doing okay?




Farzan

I’m doing okay.

We’d only been on two dates anyway.




Arya

I’m working tonight

I totally would otherwise

You know mr




Ramin

Weren’t you going to cook for him?




Arya

Me*

HE WAS GETTING FARZAN FOOD???




Farzan

Yeah but whatever

Arya no worries. Ramin you free?




Ramin

Dinner with Todd tonight. Our one year anniversary.

Sorry.




Farzan

Don’t be! Have fun!

Is it already a year?



Fuck. How had Farzan missed that? And how come Ramin and Todd could make it a whole year, but he couldn’t even make it to two weeks?


Ramin

See you Thursday then?




Farzan

For sure.

Love you guys.




Ramin

Love you




Arya

Love you doostammmm



Farzan flopped back on the couch. Looked like he’d be flying solo tonight. In more ways than one.

He pulled up the website of the wine bar. Aspire had opened over the summer in a vacant spot on Walnut. He’d been meaning to try it out—with Arya and Ramin (and Todd), in fact—but reservations had been hard to come by, and then he’d been super busy with jobs, and Arya always had a slew of end-of-summer events to plan, and Ramin had gotten a promotion, and now it was nearly fall and they still hadn’t been.

But it was easier to get a table for one than for four.

Aspire didn’t open for another hour. Farzan knew he should be doing his dishes, but honestly, he was content to lie on the couch and stare at the ceiling. There would always be more dishes. Turns out that was what his thirties had been about: endless dishes, knees that crackled when he went for a run, and graying hair. He’d even found a gray strand this morning while he was grooming himself down below, just in case Persian food and chill became… really chill.

He sighed. He should’ve left his poor balls alone. After all, they’d been more reliable companions than any man he’d ever dated. They hadn’t dumped him after two dates, halfway through cooking for the third.

In the kitchen, his oven beeped that it had finished preheating for the salmon that it wouldn’t be seeing tonight.

“Shit!” Farzan sprang off the couch and ran to the kitchen.

Maybe he’d better clean up after all.
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