
affirmation of truth


    
    The thing with them is that they’d gotten so much wrong — over and over and over again, like they were both mutually trying to unlock some hidden code, where if they did all the wrong things together for long enough maybe they’d discover some previously unknown secret of the psyche — that this had to go right. Kaveh needed this one part about the two of them, together, to go right. Perfectly, even.

If perfection was something possible beyond dreams Kaveh would strive for this one thing between them to reach that supposedly unobtainable and unreachable standard.

Their wedding had to be perfect. After years and years and years of some of the most frustrating, anxiety-inducing, stomach-churning, mind-boggling, jaw-clenching, fury-feeding, heart-breaking back and forth swings of the pendulum of speaking and arguing and making up and learning and moving on, this one thing had to go right the first time and only time. If this, too, went wrong, Kaveh really thinks he’d have some form of break down. He’s not joking. He really isn’t.

This is important to him. Al-Haitham is important to him. They, as a pair, are important to him. He can’t make anymore mistakes. 

And maybe that is why it bothers Kaveh so much that Al-Haitham is so…unbothered. 

It is not that Al-Haitham is not helping. It is not that Kaveh is alone in the wedding planning. If it was that, Kaveh knows that his temper would have snapped much sooner and this would have exploded in all of their faces with more lasting, obvious damage. Because Al-Haitham is pulling his weight, as it were. Al-Haitham is also doing his fair share of the wedding planning. 

Al-Haitham has sat with Kaveh as they went back and forth over catering. They’ve spent, thus far, if one adds up all the hours, a cumulative of four days discussing who should and shouldn’t be invited, and the seating arrangements. Al-Haitham has neatly penned all of the wedding invitations, and then re-did them twice, when they weren’t quite right with minimal complaint. Al-Haitham’s the one who drew the seating chart and wrote out all the names of their possible guests on bits of paper that they pin up and rip down and rearrange like they’re attempting to create a mosaic. Al-Haitham has flipped through six different tailor’s catalogs of wedding clothing and gone with Kaveh to divide and conquer the market looking for fabric. Al-Haitham has helped Kaveh with looking up tailors, caterers, decorators, designers, venues, musicians, and creating giant lists for all of them comparing costs and the things they liked about them and the things that they did not.

They’ve fought and disagreed over details from date to color scheme to venue to even what flavor of non-alcoholic beverages are served at the party. 

So it is not that Al-Haitham is not trying. It is not that Al-Haitham is not helping. It is not that they are not working together to bring together this momentous occasion that they are both going to share and remember for the rest of their lives — this celebration of how far they’ve come together, and the understanding that they will continue down that shared path together for as long as they’ve got left to live and share with each other.

It is rather that…

Kaveh has to ask. Which is strange. Kaveh never has to ask Al-Haitham for his opinion. Sure, Al-Haitham mostly keeps to himself in public unless directly prompted or if the current situation requires him to express his opinion sooner rather than later. But it’s different when it’s the two of them. They’re different with each other. Always have been, from the very start. They’re raw when they’re with each other. It is one of the best things about being together and it is one of the things that constantly puts them at odds, fighting against their own instincts when given a weak point to investigate and bear down upon.

So when Kaveh sits down with a list of venues and he asks Al-Haitham if he has any opinions of whether they should be looking at outdoors or indoors for after party, and Al-Haitham just shrugs and starts to look over the list, he knows it’s strange. Al-Haitham has an opinion on everything. He wouldn’t be himself if he didn’t. It’s a large part of what makes him interesting. Half of his opinions are directly contradicting Kaveh’s, and the other half are things Kaveh would’ve never thought of before. Every time Al-Haitham opens his mouth, Kaveh is left either exasperated or intrigued. Sometimes both, even.

It seems strange that Al-Haitham offers nothing of his own opinions regarding their wedding. He looks at the lists and thinks over the ideas that Kaveh suggests, and follows through on them after thinking them over. Al-Haitham offers objective notes — 

“If the reception is held at that venue there may be issues with transport of food and people, especially during the time of year we’re looking at for the ceremony.” 

“The menu has a lot of chicken based dishes. And Candace nor Lord Kusanali are fond of fish.”

“You’re going to faint from overheating if you choose that fabric.”

But these are not opinions. These are facts. 

Kaveh has asked Al-Haitham, “What do you want for the colors of the invitations?” And “Do you want to do this in spring or autumn?” And “Do you want it in the morning or evening?” Easy questions. Questions that Al-Haitham should certainly be able to answer. Questions that Kaveh probably didn’t even need to ask because even as he asked them out loud, Kaveh could feel the answers in his own head.

“I like green.” To which Kaveh would laugh and roll his eyes but mark off a few samples of green paper for Al-Haitham to look over and choose based on paper texture, “Of course you like green, you’re from Sumeru. Alright, your usual green then? It would look nice if we mixed it with this shade of orange and that shade of blue.”

“I don’t like it when it’s humid.” And Kaveh would nod, “No one likes it when it’s humid except for the frogs. Should we shoot for early summer, then? Before the temperature rises too much?”

“You’re going to make me wake up early for my own wedding?” And here Kaveh would reach out to cuff Al-Haitham over the back of the head, “I don’t know why people are so intimidated by you, you complete and utter lazy-bones. Alright, fine. No morning wedding. You can sleep in as long as you aren’t rolling out of bed half an hour before.”

But those are not the answers Kaveh gets. Instead he gets more objective facts. And while it’s true that they’re helpful and are, in their own way, expressions of opinions and are proof that Al-Haitham is taking all of this seriously, they are still facts. 

“Keep it simple with plain cream, the lettering itself will be enough of a decoration. The ink we’ve chosen has a metallic green shimmer blended into it. The envelope might be a different color if you want something that stands out.”

“Early autumn, before the storm season hits, but after the strongest waves of the heat — before the Akademiya term starts and it gets busy again, too.”

“Evening would be easier to coordinate, and easier to adjust for if any problems arise.”

Facts, facts, facts, more facts. And now and again a comment that ties the answer to Kaveh’s opinions, to Kaveh’s preferences, to Kaveh. 

Al-Haitham has been strangely considerate of Kaveh for a great deal of their lives together, but not like this. Never like this. It makes Kaveh uneasy. It prickles at the back of his head, drums its fingers over the back of his shoulders and makes the hair on his arms stand at attention. It feels like he’s planning a wedding with a stranger, like he’s talking with a planner or consultant rather than his future husband. No. Not even that.

It does not feel like he is talking with Al-Haitham. For all that they are working together on this, for all that Al-Haitham is certainly doing the leg-work, the listening, the thinking, and for all that Kaveh is also doing his best to steer things in a direction he thinks Al-Haitham would approve of even if he is not firmly saying as much, it feels like Kaveh is planning a wedding for himself and an unknown stranger, and Al-Haitham just happens to be there listening.

It doesn’t feel right. This doesn’t feel like them.

Kaveh tries to push it aside. He is, after all these years, more than aware of how is own mind can trick him into ripping open insecurities and vulnerabilities into what should be solid, settled fact, shredding gaping holes into his certainty where there should only be assurance. Perhaps this is more of that, more of that usual anxiety that he has to beat off and keep away with reminders of what is true.

But those reminders are hard to come by, no matter how carefully or firmly or even boldly Kaveh tries to get them. It feels like the harder he pushes, the more he tries, the stranger it all becomes. They become.

And gods — Kaveh doesn’t think he could recover a second time from them becoming strangers from each other. Not after everything they’ve been through to work back to where they were before that falling out, not after everything they’ve chosen to do in order to get themselves to this point, to marriage even. No. Kaveh doesn’t think he would bounce back from it a second time. Al-Haitham has always been important. The type of importance has changed and shifted over the years as they have changed and shifted over the years. But it is an undeniable truth of Kaveh’s very self that Al-Haitham is as part of him as his father’s loss, his mother’s grief, Tighnari’s patience, and Cyno’s sincerity.

It’s all building up in him, little by little, with every fact stated in place of opinion given. And he knew that sooner or later it would explode as it always does, but the rapid speed at which the frustration over takes him that evening shocks him even as it happens.

He just wanted — no, needed. Kaveh needed Al-Haitham to make a decision that wasn’t about practicalities or about what he thought Kaveh wanted. Kaveh needed Al-Haitham to be selfish and decisive as he normally is and to be, for once in this entire strangeness, himself. Kaveh doesn’t think he was, or is, asking for much here. If Al-Haitham could just pick something on his own without framing it through a lens of logistics and efficiency or anything other than simple base preference Kaveh knew all of the bubbling anxiety that had been getting ready to boil over would cool off instantly.

“Which of these do you like?” Kaveh asks, half-ready for another fact to be thrown his way and feeling his jaw start to clench in preparation for it, even though he’s trying to keep his mind open and ready for something else. Anything else. Kaveh unrolls the two samples of lace —it’s not for either of their clothes, gods no. They’d gotten the designs for their clothes and fabric all sorted a few weeks ago. This is for the ribbons that will tie the flower arrangements together. 

Al-Haitham glances at them, eyes moving back and forth as he reaches out and runs his finger down along the short segments. One and then the other. And then he sits back, hands returning to himself along with his interest.

“I defer to you as the expert in aesthetics, as you so often remind me you are,” Al-Haitham answers, reaching over the lace towards the notebook that they’ve been using to record all of the things they’d sorted out and confirmed as their choices for the wedding. 

“You have been deferring on everything. Since when did you agree with me without making me work for it? You weren’t this biddable to your own advisors, who’s esteem and reviews were essential to your own graduation. Come on and argue with me, already.”

Al-Haitham’s eyebrows raise, arms crossing as he gives Kaveh a once-over. “You want me to pick a fight with you over lace? Just this morning you were calling me pedantic and argumentative when we were discussing the new Akademiya general education requirement amendment suggestions that are up for review for the upcoming year.”

This is true. But that’s different. They have all of their normal disagreements — Kaveh’s fine with that. But this isn’t a disagreement. This isn’t normal. This isn’t them.

“That’s that. But this is this. Come on. You don’t need to be an expert to have an opinion. You’ve got opinions on tons of things you’ve got no business having opinions on, and plenty that you certainly aren’t an authority to speak about. Like the general education requirements for incoming freshman students entering in from foreign institutions. Just pick a lace pattern and be done with it.” And then, it slipped — Kaveh slipped —, out under his breath, sharper and harsher than even he could have anticipated, “It’s like you don’t even want this wedding.”

They’re sitting right next to each other. Even if they were not, Kaveh thinks that he would have felt it in some part of the ephemeral and strange thing called the soul, the spirit. But Kaveh had also been watching Al-Haitham out of the corner of his eye. And so, when the words — the doubt, the anxiety in its worst form — slipped out from Kaveh’s control, Kaveh saw Al-Haitham’s response.

If it were any other person in the entire world — Tighnari, Cyno, Senior Faruzan, his own mother even — Kaveh would have missed it. But this is Al-Haitham. Al-Haitham, who Kaveh knows even when neither of them want to be known. Al-Haitham, who Kaveh has used as a reflection of his own measure. Al-Haitham, who’s silent language Kaveh has devoted himself to learning so that he could more accurately counter Al-Haitham’s arguments and find the places to begin tackling his bullheadedness.

Al-Haitham presses his lips together and says nothing. On anyone else, it would be a sign of letting an unintended remark slide. But not on Al-Haitham.

Kaveh feels his stomach drop. And it feels as though he’s been dunked in ice water. His entire body freezes, a shock that goes from scalp to toes, turning everything stunning and silent.


  “You don’t want the wedding.”


Al-Haitham’s eyes flick to him, growing wide at the hurt he must see on Kaveh’s face, mouth opening to protest. But after the silence of the shock is a roaring of all the blood in his body as the realization echoes and loops over and over, growing louder as the anxiety that’s been building up for the past several weeks seizes the words and turns them into a slogan.

Kaveh’s instinct is to recoil from the hurt. Yell. Run. Get away from this. Regroup. Turn away and go. Kaveh feels his body tensing to do so, muscles and joints already starting to direct him into standing then walking then leaving. Fight or flight, and this is a fight that Kaveh is not equipped to handle, so flight it is.

Kaveh wants to run. But he sees it, in Al-Haitham’s eyes — his face. Al-Haitham is expecting Kaveh to leave. In that same study that made Kaveh aware of that awful realization, is the same information that allows Kaveh to — in that fraction of a fraction of a moment — look into Al-Haitham’s face and watch the shuttering of his eyes and the closing of his mouth and know that Al-Haitham expects Kaveh to leave him.

And is it not the point of this, all of this, to show that they are better, getting better, at being good to each other, at listening to each other, at working to understand each other? Is that not the whole point of the wedding? To show how far they have come and share that triumph with the people who matter to them?

Kaveh is more than his instincts. And this is about more than Kaveh.

It is about them. And while Kaveh knows a lot about Al-Haitham and can guess a great deal of the rest, he doesn’t know everything about him. Kaveh cannot predict every twist and turn of Al-Haitham’s mind, just as Al-Haitham cannot predict Kaveh’s. They know each other, but do not always understand each other. This is the grief that they bring to each other and to everyone that knows them.

Kaveh shoves down on instinct and hurt with all of the control that he has earned and fought for and reaches out instead. Kaveh forces his body to stay right where it is and to reach out. Kaveh refuses to leave. He refuses to permit the hurt of the moment to completely overshadow the years of learning, of knowing.

Because here is one of those facts of the man that Kaveh can rely on without question, a foundational piece to his understanding of Al-Haitham and the man’s interactions with the rest of the world: Al-Haitham does not do things he doesn’t want to do. 

Therefore, if Al-Haitham did not want a wedding, if he was completely averse to this, they would never have gotten this far into the wedding planning. If he did not want it he would have said so flat out. So it is not that Al-Haitham does not want to get married, married to Kaveh— it’s something else.

Kaveh holds onto Al-Haitham’s hands, squeezing perhaps a touch too tight, but Al-Haitham is holding onto him just as tightly.

“Al-Haitham.” Kaveh pauses to gentle his voice as he purposefully opens his body to the other man in the relaxing of shoulders and the conscious softening of his face. “Haitham. Speak to me.”

Al-Haitham’s face is closed off, careful. But his nerves betray his face’s composure with how tightly he’s gripping Kaveh’s hands back. And then Al-Haitham closes his eyes as the tries to find the words, as he goes through the effort of making the incomprehensible and private layers of his mind clear and known for Kaveh. And although the hurt and the panic are still lingering at the fringes, Kaveh feels the slow approach of the long-awaited reassurance softening their edges.

Look at them. Trying. Working through their own instincts to retreat and hide behind their carefully maintained walls — their own slow progress.

This is worth it. It’s worth all of it.

Al-Haitham’s lips press together, brows furrowing, before he begins to speak, eyes still closed. 

“I am not the sort of man who needs to be known.” Each word is careful. Measured. Even. They are spoken as though Al-Haitham is still catching them, pinning them down and shaping them raw, tasting them and unsure of how correct they are even as they leave his tongue fresh with the marks of his teeth. “I am not the sort of man who requires the support of ceremony or tradition to make clear what I know of myself in my own heart. It has always been enough for me to be known, to be clear, to myself and to be sure of where I stand in my own eyes. I have always been the one to dictate my own measure. And so…”

Al-Haitham’s eyes slide open as he trails off. Kaveh pushes back his own hurt, his own uncertainty as he waits for Al-Haitham to fight through his so that they might meet in the middle.

Al-Haitham takes in a quiet breath before he continues.

“I have never given thought to weddings, let alone my own. To me a wedding is a ceremony held for others — to share a moment, to reaffirm a bond. These are not things that I have ever needed.”

This is true. Al-Haitham’s insecurities rear their heads in different ways than most. Usually Kaveh thinks of this as a good thing. Al-Haitham can cover for the rest of them with his rock-solid certainty in most arenas, and when Al-Haitham has his moments Kaveh and the rest of their friends can support him. 

Kaveh squeezes Al-Haitham’s hands to prompt him to continue when he falls quiet again. After a beat Al-Haitham squeezes back.

“And so, when you ask me to imagine a wedding — what I would want in my wedding — I cannot answer you. I think on it. But I cannot imagine it or come to any real answers of my own because none of it matters to me. The only thing I can think of is that if I am getting married it must be because the ceremony is important to the other person; important enough to move me to the motions of carrying out all of the work of organizing and going through a wedding. And when I think of this…I come to understand that there is only one regret and one certainty that come to mind and stay there with any true consistency. The rest remains unimportant and ultimately insignificant in the grander scheme of things.”

“The certainty?”

“You.” Al-Haitham’s eyes raise to meet his. Bold and unrepentant. Ready to argue, ready to defend this truth of himself that he has laid bare. And perhaps a few years, a few months, ago Kaveh would argue against it. Against himself. But again — here is the proof of effort and growth and change and choice. Here is the proof of all that strength they have worked to carve out of their mistakes. “You would be that other person. Of all the people I have ever known there is only one person I have consistently cared about enough to extend myself for when the outcome doesn’t truly affect me personally. It would have to be you. I do not need reassurances in the same way you do, but if it costs me nothing to give them, then I would do them as I always have. And if that means planning a wedding then so be it. You would be there with me through it and that’s all that matters.”

And there. There’s the reassurance that Kaveh needed even though he already knew it — the fact that needed to be spoken from the source himself. But Al-Haitham had said that there were two things he was certain of, and so the anxiety keeps one stubborn handhold as Kaveh thinks on what the regret, from a man with so very few regrets in life, could be.

“And the regret?”

And here is one of Al-Haitham’s uncertainties. Al-Haitham’s eyes flick to the side, even though he doesn’t pull his hands away or reveal anything else with his face. Al-Haitham’s eyes are so honest.

“It is a pointless one that cannot be addressed one way or another — an irrational one.”

“I would have all of you, even the irrational — especially the irrational, Haitham. Tell me.”

Al-Haitham’s hands try to pull away but Kaveh holds fast.

“My grandmother. My parents.” Al-Haitham sighs out, still not looking at Kaveh. “I do not remember my parents. But I think that I would have wanted them close — present. From what I know of them, they would have wanted to be there. To see it happen. And I know that my grandmother would have loved you and would have wanted to share that moment with me, with you. She cared very much for my peace, my happiness. It would have put her and my parents at ease. I regret that it is not possible, even if it is an irrational thing to regret. It cannot be helped.”

And with that the last of Kaveh’s anxieties relinquishes its hold on him as the rest of him overtakes it, clambering up and over and silencing them so that his mind can be loud to think in productive ways again. And Kaveh has plenty of thoughts on this. Useful ones, even. Practical ones that Al-Haitham would most certainly appreciate.

“It can.”

Al-Haitham glances up to meet his eyes, brow furrowing. Kaveh shrugs. It’s true. Al-Haitham’s parents and grandmother are dead and are unable to literally attend and bear witness, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be there. It’s not like they’re missing. Kaveh and Al-Haitham both know exactly where they are. Al-Haitham’s parents lived in Sumeru City, but his ancestors and extended family lived and continue to live in a smaller village in the countryside. Their ancestral plot is there. Al-Haitham’s not particularly close to any of them, but he’s gone back now and again to check on the grave sites.

Kaveh pulls Al-Haitham to his feet and gives him a nudge towards their bedroom. “Start packing. I’ll write to Lord Kusanali — if there ever was a time to abuse our reputations as Scribe of the Akademiya and high ranked Master of the Kshahrewar it would be now. It counts if she officiates through…I don’t know. A bird or something, right? I mean. She’s god. As long as she’s there in some capacity I’m not sure if anyone can say we didn’t get married properly. And the paperwork is the easy part.”

“What are you talking about?”

“We’ll get married at the family plot,” Kaveh says. “It’s not too late in the evening, we might still make it out with one of the caravans that goes out overnight towards Port Ormos if we head out within the hour and that should get us almost the entire way there — unless you want to walk, in which case we can wait for morning. But if we didn’t feel like walking I’m sure that we probably have enough mora out of our accounts without dropping at the bank to pay for a last minute ticket.”

“What, now?”

“Sure. It’s not that far from Sumeru City. We could be back within a day.” 

Al-Haitham blinks and then looks down at the notebook, the lace, the fabric samples and the sketches of the venue decorations. His brow furrows as he opens his mouth to protest but Kaveh reaches and puts his hand over Al-Haitham’s mouth.

“Yes. The ceremony is important to me,” Kaveh says. “But this is about us, not just me. It’s more important to me that we do this together in a way that makes the both of us satisfied. And that’s what’s been bothering me this entire time — that is why I have been so frustrated with you. It hasn’t felt like I was planning our wedding for the both of us because it was all things that I wanted. So if your parents and grandmother being there is the one thing you want — if this is the only thing that matters to you, then that’s how it will be. Of course the traditional ceremony itself is important to me. I — I really do want to have that for us. The symbolism, the ritual, the process. You’re right. It matters to me very much. But you know that you matter more. It goes both ways. You do things for me that you normally don’t care about or consider, and I do the same for you. Because we know it’s important and that’s what you do for the people who are important to you. So we’ll get married with your family first. You and me. We’ll grab a few of your family members for witness if we have to, although I’m pretty sure it won’t be necessary. Lord Kusanali can pop in through a bird or a rabbit or something to officiate.”

He keeps his hand firmly pressed to Al-Haitham’s mouth, barreling onward as he feels Al-Haitham try to speak, argue.

“And then, after that, we can come back and keep working on the other wedding, the more crowded version of it. There’s no reason why we can’t do both. One for you and one for me, but ultimately for the both of us. Are we in agreement?”

Kaveh removes his hand and Al-Haitham’s mouth and eyes are not unhappy, but they aren’t entirely pleased. 

“Do I have a choice in the matter? It sounds as if you have already decided for us.”

“You always have a choice,” Kaveh says firmly. “If this doesn’t work for us then we’ll think of something else. So what say you?”

Al-Haitham’s mouth presses together in his thinking line before he slowly nods, and says the magic words that Kaveh’s been waiting literal months to hear.

“I want it,” Al-Haitham says. “I want to do it the way you said. But tomorrow. I’m not packing up to leave the house right now. It’s your turn to do dishes tonight and if we leave now you’re going to leave them for it to be my turn.”

Kaveh rolls his eyes, dropping back down onto the divan and pulling out another set of swatches to review. “Your priorities are so strange. You write to Lord Kusanali so you can send the note at first light. I’m going to go back to picking out color swatches of ribbon to go with the lace. Write your note here with me and then let’s go over the dessert spread one more time.”

“I’m not letting you add mango.”

“Just because I’m allergic doesn’t mean the whole wedding party can’t have any!”

“I don’t want my husband to have an allergic reaction on our wedding day.” Kaveh shoots an annoyed glance towards Al-Haitham, who’s gone over to the writing desk at the back of the room to get a pen and paper to jot down the note for Lord Kusanali. But he can’t find it in himself to be too annoyed about it. Especially when Al-Haitham turns around, looking unfairly smug as he comes back to sit next to him again. This is better. This is right. This is them. “You’re the one who wanted to know what I want so badly. Live with it.”

“Fine,” Kaveh huffs. For the first time in months, while surrounded with the various plans and notes for the wedding ceremony, he feels settled. This is them. This is right. This is their perfect. “But we’re still going over the dessert spread. And don’t think I’ve forgotten how you keep putting Senior Faruzan and Tighnari’s seating positions right next to each other with Collei in the middle. Give poor Collei a break, would you?”

  


