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Today, we continue National Translation Month’s spotlight on women in Iranian literature with 
two award-winning writers, Soudabeh Ashrafi and Nasim Marashi, translated by another woman, 
Poupeh Missaghi. We’re delighted to present the short story A Pit, a Hallucination  by Soudabeh 
Ashrafi, awarded best short story in 2003 by the Sedegh Hedayat Foundation. We’re also excited 
to include an excerpt from one of the most popular books in recent years, the novel Fall Is the 
Last Season of the Year by Nasim Marashi. The novel was selected as the Best Novel of the Year 
in the 8th Jalal-e Al-e Ahmad Literary Contest, and is currently in its 16th edition.   
 
Poupeh Missaghi is an accomplished translator, writer, educator, and also Iran’s Editor-at-Large 
for Asymptote. We fell in love with her translations and you will, too. 
 
We’d love to hear from you! Let us know how you like our posts, or attend, share, and spread the 
word about our readings. Open your heart to new experiences and the beauty of the world, and 
celebrate its cultures and new voices with us using #NTM2017. Happy National Translation 
Month and happy reading! 
 
—Claudia Serea and Loren Kleinman 
  



Fall is the Last Season of the Year provides a subtle realistic image of three women in 

their late twenties in Tehran, Iran, and through them of the societies and systems around them, 

without creating black and white stereotypes of them, either as heroes or villains.  

Leyla, Shabaneh, and Roja became friends in college. Years later, despite their lives 

having gone in different directions and each having to deal with their own issues –including 

divorce, migration, family and work issues—they continue to have a strong bond. 

To tell their stories, the book presents two sections, “Summer” and “Fall.” Each season is 

divided into three chapters and each chapter is narrated from the point of view of one of the 

women, giving us a more intimate and diversified access into their lives. 
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Leyla 

I was sitting on the couch, staring at the monitor. It was a long time since you had closed 

the door behind you and left for the airport. It had become dark and then light and I had not 

touched the lights. Knots had formed in my heart and then they had gotten untied and an 

unpleasant taste had filled my throat. I felt hot, then cold sweat covered all my body, and then I 

felt hot again. My bones felt dry and hurt. The pain swirled in my arms and moved to my legs 

and it started all over again. You were my opium and I was trying to withdraw. Thoughts circled 

in my mind making a thousand turns an hour and the acrid taste of muddled thoughts poured into 

my stomach and made me sick. I wanted to throw up my whole brain and be done and feel 

empty. I was afraid to move. I was afraid to move and realize that I was awake and everything I 

had seen was real. I had slept on the couch and each time I was jolted awake by the nightmare of 

your plane taking off. I had a nightmare that my body was the airport runway and your plane 

ripped my body apart and took off. I had a nightmare that your plane turned into a missile and 

launched from our apartment and its sound and fire crumbled the walls over my chest and 

suffocated me. I was afraid to fall asleep. I was afraid to look into our room and see your clothes 

still on the bed. I was afraid to take a shower and wash your scent off my body. I was afraid to 

open the windows and let your breaths leave the house. All wet, my clothes clung to my body. 

There was no oxygen in the apartment. There was no height to the ceiling. I was jolted awake by 

the sound of the phone ringing a dozen times and I didn’t answer any of my calls. Roja came to 

the door. She banged on the door, begged me, howled at me, but I did not open the door. I 

couldn’t move my knees. I had no voice. I couldn’t tell anyone that you had left. If my tongue 

turned in my mouth and my voice left the insides of my body and I told others that you had gone, 

your departure would turn into reality. I wish you were dead and not gone. If you were dead, all 
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your good things would stay with me and they would suffice me till the end of my life. But you 

had left me and nothing good remained behind you. I stared at the monitor and at your light that 

was off. It was off and while it didn’t turn on you were still not gone, you had not arrived 

anywhere. You were waiting behind the door. You only had to knock and come in. You didn’t. I 

got up and opened the door. You were not there. I came back. Your light was on and before I 

could ask you where you were, you wrote,  

“I’ve arrived Leyla. Everything is set. School, the apartment, everything. I wish you had 

come with me.” 

“How will you get through the summers without my hair?” I wrote.  

You didn’t respond. You got through your summer. I didn’t learn how. I was shown your 

pictures. Happy pictures with shorts, colorful yellow and green and red shirts that you never 

liked, and a cap that hid the waves of your hair, next to this bridge and that river, pictures in 

which you laughed. You laughed, but happy . . . I knew you were not. I could tell from your 

eyes.  

“By the way, Leyla, I got you the piano teacher’s number,” says Saghar.  

She has gotten up, raising her locked hands above her head into the air, and yawning.  

“Thanks. Why isn’t Amir coming, Saghar? I can’t wait anymore,” I say.  

“I think you should go ahead and put your page together. Amir is absentminded.” 

Amir is not absentminded. Why hasn’t he come? Doesn’t he know that I am waiting? 

Waiting as if I am going to get an award in school in front of everyone, and before the bell rings 

and we have to queue up, I begin running around the stronghold1 made of rocks in the school 

courtyard. We are holding each other’s hands, turning in a circle, and singing, “We’ve lost our 
																																																								
1 Reference to strongholds made in schoolyards during the Iran-Iraq war and many times remaining there 
years later. 
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kerchief under the cherry tree2.” Losing. Being lost. Why are we taught, since childhood, about 

“losing” before we are taught anything about “finding”? It is perhaps because of these lessons 

that we end up losing things every day, piece by piece, things that we can never get hold of 

again. We lose them and our lives become emptier and emptier until there remains nothing in 

them except a handful of dusty memories of what has been lost. I have to put my page together. I 

have to do something, whatever it is. When I do something I get distracted. I can hide in a 

circular glass room and forget that I am alive. Then my heart calms down and stops beating in 

my chest. I grab the articles, as if they are defeated baffled soldiers in the hands of a defeated 

general, and walk upstairs. No one is in the stairway. It is as if I have come to work on a 

weekend. The halls are empty. The atmosphere is stale and the clock, as if yawning, elongates 

time. Nothing looks like a Saturday noon at work, busy and filled with news. The layout 

assistants sit in a row behind their monitors with nothing to do. None of the staff writers are 

upstairs.  

“The special feature on culture is ready. Can I begin putting my page together? I have 

already uploaded the pictures in the system,” I ask the head layout assistant.  

“Where is Mr. Salehi?” 

“He is not here yet, but I should put the page together today. He insisted.” 

“You have to wait a bit. We are not sure what is going to happen.” 

“What is going to happen? We complete the page layout, and if any edits are needed, we 

will be told.”  

My cellphone rings. It’s Saghar.  

“Dear Leyla, will you come downstairs? Amir is here.” 

																																																								
2 A children’s play song 
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My heart beats hard and gets drained. I put my soldiers under my arm and we slide down 

together. As if we are water and are flowing over the stairs. The hallway is crowded. People have 

gathered around in groups and are talking. The hallways look like those in the family court 

building. I hear:  

“It’s temporary. It’s going to be resolved.”  

“All bans are temporary. But we know this is the end.”  

“I have the doctor’s certificate of his addiction, sir.” 

It was six months since you had left and we were supposed to get divorced by consent. In 

room three hundred eleven, I had a meeting with Judge Abbasi. A heavy file in hand, I felt I was 

walking on a void. I am walking on a void. I stop and take a breath. I force everything out of my 

mind. This is not real. Nothing is real.  

“Can they defy the closing? 

“It is not yet clear what is going on.” 

“Defy what? Protest whom?” 

I walk to our hall. Amir is standing by our desk and Saghar is in front of him.  

“Call Ehsan and others. Tell them not to come if they haven’t yet left for the office. This 

place is going to sadden them,” he says in a low hoarse voice.  

I don’t move forward. I didn’t move forward. By the door, I saw an old judge, wearing a 

dark blue coat in the heat of the summer, sitting behind a desk covered with poisoned files and 

rummaging through the documents. Amir turns around and sees me.  

“Here you are, Leyla jaan. I am sorry. I was in a meeting when you called. We have a 

problem and we don’t know when it is going to be resolved.” 
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He sounds calm and kind. Calm and sad. His face has dropped. He has aged. His eyes are 

small and bloody. Saghar sits down. I cannot ask anything. I should not ask anything. If Amir 

says something, everything will become real. I should tell him not to speak. Not to speak at all, 

not even say a word. I cannot. My lips are locked. My lips were locked. I stood by the door and I 

could not move. The judge brought his head up.  

“Can I help you, my girl?”  

Amir takes a step forward and speaks. I wish he didn’t.  

“The paper is to be closed down for a week. We still have not been charged with anything 

but they have ordered us to stop publication. Since we never received a formal warning, we hope 

it gets resolved soon. But . . . Sit down, Leyla.”  

I sit down. My skin has turned into a hard shell through which nothing can pass. Like 

Niobe, I have turned into a rock, but I am unable to shed tears.  

“Don’t worry. This is not our first time. Soon we will get the permits for another paper 

and we will all go there together. This time you too will be with us. From the very beginning.”  

He puts his hand on my shoulder. An ugly bitter smile seems to have been forced upon 

his lips. Someone calls him. His smile disappears. He leaves. The judge looked at me. I opened 

the folder and showed him my documents.  

“I have a power of attorney from my husband. For . . .” 

The word “divorce” didn’t turn in my mouth. My voice came out as if through a bullet 

you had placed in my throat. The camera flashes in my face. Someone takes a picture. He brings 

the camera down and explains, “They want the news of the shut down on the cover page. They 

need pictures.” 
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Saghar has put her headphones on the desk and looks at others. Someone holds her head 

in her hands. Someone leans on the wall. Someone talks on his cellphone.  

“No. It seems like the supervisory board had a meeting this noon. They just announced it 

. . . Our people went to a meeting to resolve the issue . . . No, they couldn’t. They couldn’t 

convince them.” 

My soldiers are wet in my hands. I put them on my desk and get up. I walk out of the 

hall. A man sits on the stairs, his head between his hands. His shoulders tremble. The 

photographer takes a picture of him. Their purses on their shoulders, the three typesetters walk 

out of the glass door. A young man angrily walks out of the content supervision room3 and goes 

downstairs.  

“It’s a divorce by consent? Are you sure you don’t want to think more about it?” asked 

the judge.  

“Are you okay, my girl? Do you want to go and come back a month from now?” asked 

the judge.  

“Leyla, are you here?” It is Saghar asking.  

“Are you staying?” 

“Shall we stay?” I don’t recognize my voice.  

“I called people and told them not to come to work. Amir said we should leave but come 

back tomorrow morning. He said we should come to check up on the situation, waiting for things 

to be resolved,” she says.  

																																																								
3 This is basically the censorship room where a committee reviews the content to be published and 
censors what is considered inappropriate.  
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“We are not kids. And this is not our first time. We all know that neither tomorrow nor 

ever are we going to come back to this newspaper,” she says.  

The wedding officiant pushed the book in front of me.  

“Sign here, my girl.” 

“Where?” 

He put his finger on the book. I could not see the lines. I signed. Auntie began jubilating. 

She threw a handful of noghl confections over the book. The sweets jumped up and down. You 

laughed.  

“Bye.”   

I walk through the hallways and come out like sleepwalkers. That day you were very far 

away. You were not breathing in this world. The man I had gotten a divorce from was not you. It 

was a dead man. I took a taxi and went to the airport. I don’t remember having bought a ticket, 

boarding a plane, and arriving home. I only remember the warmth of Dad’s body as he held me 

tight in his arms.  

“Why didn’t you tell us, daddy’s girl?” 

I throw my purse over my shoulder and walk out. I want my dad’s warmth. I miss the 

days he came back from his medical office, sat Samira and me in front of him, drank his tea, and 

constantly asked, “Well, my girls, how is life going? Is it going well?” 

I have to go to the airport.  
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A Pit, a Hallucination
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They won’t… They won’t be… They won’t be enough… the sleeping pills she’ll get 

from the guard, begging to get them, and the scent of the soap that will pervade inside from 

under the door. It won’t be enough, her parents telling her over and over not to screw up, that 

they won’t allow it… before entering college… to love won’t be screwing up, and don’t worry 

you won’t be alone for long… it will be an echo: for long, long, long, ong, ngg… no meaning, 

just an echo. But there will be meaning when her mother asks: The cat got your tongue? Tell us 

where you’ve really been in the past three days… and she’ll tell and she’ll begin with love, 

love…won’t be dirty, and this she herself will suddenly realize three days earlier when it will be 

snowing – when a hand will stretch, stretch to reach the fingertips that will fire up with the touch, 

realize in the roughness and softness of cheeks and lips, lost, warm and free, with a wet mouth 

that she would not want to become one with were it not for the feeling in her heart. Unlike her 

aunts whose hearts will never speak the bearing of the mouth of another, who will forever remain 

single. The story won’t be more than this. A joyful concern, the sad shiver of a song, a room, a 

fancy, over the clouds, with a window of snow, snow that will fast sit on fingers tapping on the 

car window. Fingers that will have faces, mouth that will not desire the mouth of another, and 

eyes, eyes whose pupils won’t have any kind words, and breath, breath that won’t be panting, 

that won’t be hungry for touch. And the snow will melt into the air when the man knocking on 

the car window, knock knock knock, says, “I said, roll down the window… you Jackass!” 

jackass, jackass, jack, ass, ass, ass… which one doesn’t use unless he is mad at you, or he is an 

older brother of a younger brother or a grumpy father who wants to call his son, or … “Hey you 

jackass! I said, roll down the window!” and the snow-covered door of the driver side will open 

and close. And she will tell the whole story but they won’t believe that the heavy scent of the 

soap has filled her nostrils and is suffocating her and the light trails are too strong, or she will tell 

that it was three days earlier when the man orders, “You come out of the car!” and inside the car 

on the other side of the windows the mouths will move like the mouths of fish under water, 

silently, and the face of the young man who wears only a t-shirt will be pathetic. And she will 

look at him, worried that the young man will break down and cry, and then she will have to turn 



away and not know what is going to happen. Explanations won’t be enough because soon one 

will be looking at the ground and the other at the one looking at the ground. And in the car the 

man won’t find anything other than cassettes whose love songs won’t raise any joyous shivers, 

but that won’t change anything and they all will head towards…. 

And the rest will also continue to happen three days earlier… the guard will push her into 

the big room. “Get inside!” 

And she will shout, “Don’t worry. You won’t be alone for long!” her voice echoing in the 

pit: … Ong! Ngg… ong and ngg will have no meanings. They will find meaning when at home 

she is surrounded and her mother asks again: “The cat got your tongue? Where the hell have you 

been these past three days?” Now they are only echoing in the large pit, coming to no end. 

Terrified, she will not feel the pressure of her own fingers. Terrified and ashamed, she 

will cover herself with her hands. Dazed and confused, she will stare at the guard. 

“Stop covering them. No reason to. Everyone here has got them.” Says the guard.

Her eyes will move around the room. 

“Go ahead. Go down. Don’t be afraid. They’re not gonna eat you. I am the cannibal here 

and I’m not fond of girls like you.” 

A staircase will divide the room into two parts and the guard will push her to descend. A 

heap of white cloth- all white, will pile up in a corner of the pit and several lead-colored copper 

washtubs in two parallel rows below the faucets, next to each a brown-colored bar of soap on the 

floor. The cold will make her teeth clatter. She will press her lips together so her voice does not 

rise from her heart and leave her mouth. 

“Soon you’ll warm up. As if you’re in a desert of…”

She will look around the pit and stare in awe. The guard stands at the threshold, the same 

spot where she will be made to take her clothes off, like others, forced by the guard. 

“Hurry up, hurry up, throw that shit on the floor, I’ve been telling you for years, the stink 

makes me throw up.”

“Just one more puff.” The old woman begs. 



“I said throw it away,” shouts the guard. 

A group of women will enter through the door that will shut behind them with a loud 

bang.

Eyes staring at her in an ensemble, as if kids staring at a new toy. A young woman will 

ask, “Oh, Is she new?” and will descend the stairs. 

The guard will tell the old woman, “Hurry up and go down… ya smell like shit! Next 

time I see you with a cigarette…”

If they believe her, she will also tell about her, the dark-skinned old woman, the one with 

henna hair, on top of the stairs. The old woman who rests her sagging breasts on her hand, the 

two dry sacks that perhaps one day carried signs of life, scratching below them several times in a 

straight line. When she moves her hands away, the breasts once again droop over her thin and 

wrinkled stomach. Bearing traces of the nails’ scratches, the white lines. She will descend the 

stairs and walk directly to the pile closest to the washtub and faucet. She will put her arms to her 

waist and looking, from top to bottom and to the sides, she will check her own whole body, then 

standing as if a cross of skin and bone, waiting for the other women to come down too, one after 

the other. Young. Old. Thin. Fat. Numbers hanging from their necks. Directly towards the tubs.

“Didn’t I tell you? They all got them. Even the oldie, she’s got all you’ve got. Now drop 

your arms. Get up. I said get up!” the guard shouts.

The chill in the pit will be forgotten and the kneecaps will press to the chest. 

One, two, three, four…each one will stand over a tub, watching her.

“Doesn’t she have a number?”

“What are you, a detective? She either does or does not,” the guard will yell from the top 

of the stairs and disappear. 

She will drag herself to one of the tubs. Small pale feet with nails that can look pinkish 

are right there under her eyes in front of her own feet on the cement floor. A roaring will shock 

her, making her realize that nobody will hear her short scream that wrapped in the sound of water 



flowing suddenly and simultaneously from all the faucets will make her body shiver and then get 

lost. Her hands will be on her mouth when the warm yellow pee flows down her legs to the floor. 

Shhhh Shhhh. Only she will hear it. When they hear the heavy door closing, the women will all 

noisily move towards the sheets. The old one whom they call “Granny” will still be standing, on 

two bony legs facing one another like two bows. The woman with pale feet and pink nails will 

throw some sheets in Granny’s tub. The roaring of the water comes to an end. All the faucets are 

simultaneously closed. And the washtubs are filled with water. And the hands are busy 

scrubbing. When water flows under, the sheets blow up and rise. The hands move towards the 

soap bars. The soaps are rubbed over the white sheet. The young women are noisy. Two by two, 

three by three. Granny, silent. Nothing to say. The woman with the small feet and pink nails will 

throw a sheet in her tub. She is still covering herself up.

“Sit down. What are you doing? Looking for divine guidance?”

A chill, a minor pain moves between her legs. She dips her hands in the tub. The sting of 

cold water rushes to the depth of her bones. 

“Where’s your number?”

The other women will stop watching her. They will scrub the sheets, their mouths 

opening and closing as fast.

“She’s gone. You can tell me now.” 

“They didn’t give me a number.”

“They brought you straight here?”

“Ya.”

“From where?”

“I don’t know. They covered my eyes.”

“So what have you done wrong?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t know or you don’t want to tell?”



“No, I don’t know why they arrested me.”

 “Scrub fast and you’ll warm up. Where did they bring you from?”

“From the streets.”

“I mean which neighborhood?”

“I don’t know. They blindfolded me. Why do I have to take off my clothes?”

“What’s your name?”

“Elaheh.”

“Qamsari?”

“No. Elaheh Zomorodian.”

“Well, I once knew a Zomorodian... Scrub fast. They call this place the bathhouse. You 

from the provinces?”

“No.”

“From where then?”

Granny will shout, “Teach her how to scrub, you nasty one. She’s just a kid.”

“She’s not a kid, Granny! How old were you when you first sat at your washtub?”

Granny turns away and looks at her sheets. 

“How old are you?”

“Sixteen.”

“You’re a kid. I’m twenty. How long have you been in business?”

The chill will become a scorpion, black; it will move down her spine, one, two, three, 

four, and when it reaches between her legs it will push its head inside her body. 

“Open your legs. Squat like this. Bend over. Ha. That’s right, just like me. The faster you 

scrub the more you warm up. Stop being so clumsy. Look. Sit comfortably. Like us.”

“I know. I know.”

She won’t glance again at Granny who will from the sideways look as if she’s a shadow 

of bones – as if her hand at her waist can stop her from decomposing. 



She will hear the sound of their scrubbing and a bitter fluid bowls up in her throat and 

flows out of her mouth. Soap water will drain in the narrow footbath around the pit, taking with 

it the bitter fluid. She will wipe her mouth with the back of her hand. 

“What have you eaten? Got an upset stomach?”

And they all sit as if in a room of their own, with nothing to hide. 

“You arrived today?”

“What are you? An interrogator, Zahra?”

When the door opens and the body of the guard fills the threshold again, the women will 

turn mute and all the tubs will turn sideways and cold grey soap water will cover the floor.

“Are you warm now, you baby girl?”

When the door shuts, the bang vibrating the walls, the young woman with the pink nails 

will smile at her. And her words will be swallowed in the roars of the water once again flowing 

from the tubes. “… … get used to … In the beginning … were … you. We were afraid too. We 

were cold too. Got … to … Don’t … Got parents?” Her mouth, the mouth of a well lighting up 

with the pearls of her teeth. Her teeth, as if made by a neighborhood dental practitioner, put up 

there on a shelf so that anyone entering the office can see them and believe that he can create 

teeth as white and orderly for them all.  

“You said you got them?”

“Ya.”

“So they’ll get you out. Didn’t say what you did wrong?”

“Nothing.”

“Don’t get used to it. Don’t get used to it.”

Whenever the guard appears and disappears at the door the water pipes roar, the tubs fill 

up and empty. The pit is full of women, and sheets twist upon themselves between the women’s 

fingers from one side of the room to the other, and water is squeezed out of them and drips on the 

cement floor, and she will not know why a simple love next to a brick wall covered by a jasmine 



tree and in its traveling scent in the narrow alley, the narrow empty alley in Saltanat Abad in the 

summertime, has led her here. 

The white sheet she wraps around her will be soaked in sweat and the walls of the room 

she is thrown in will crumble over her eyelids on the second day… your mouth like honey, 

honey… you are the tall mountain… ya… I don’t know… knock, knock, knock! Lonely and empty. 

Honey, pure honey… knock, knock, knock! Who’s that now?… Look… you are the tall 

mountain… tall… tall… 

The pain under her belly, in her thighs. The pain in her arms. Granny’s body 

decomposing. Granny… The desire to pee and the tiny silver and blue dots between the bricks 

under the closed eyelids. A buzzing sound. 

An army jeep dropping her off at the corner of their alley. The guard, a “horrible one 

head, two-ears creature” from foolish scary stories, like the stories of your childhood… Granny, 

Granny, pink feet pressing at the wall, locked up in a tiny space, naked, wrapped in white 

sheet… fingers with no kisses… They all want to become echoes but … the light trails entering 

from under the door and the thick scent of soap entering from under another…? She will tell her 

mother the whole story that began three days earlier, like one of the stories you tell… but they 

won’t believe her story and they will have a missing person ad printed in the papers: “Missing: 

The girl in the picture above, Elahe Zomorodian, ….” 
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