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				Dedication

				In memory of my grandmother

			

		

	
		
			
				—

				This is the story of my family’s journey. A journey so long ago that time has slowly eroded people’s features and names in our minds. 

				At times I’ve given permission for my imagination to take over where memories could no longer serve, because I don’t believe facts should get in the way of telling a good story.
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				The Revolution
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				Nina and Kamal, 1966
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				Demonstrations in Tehran

				My story begins on 8 September 1978. It was a hot, cloudless day and our family was spending the weekend at the Caspian Sea. Uncle Jalal sat behind the wheel of his new speedboat, slicing through the waves, spraying foamy water against our tanned skins.

				Behind the boat, suspended like an umbilical cord, Dad bounced over the waves on a pair of water skis, his gold chain bobbing up and down against his chest. Dad bent his knees, turned his skis slightly to the left and changed direction till he was at a forty-five degree angle to the boat. He took one of his hands off the handlebar and waved. Then he changed hands, crouched low and extended his right arm to help him go faster. He flashed a big smile when he got to the other side and waved again. I clapped, impressed by his one-handed water skiing.

				Dad took pride in his looks, always keeping up to date with fashion. His brown eyes, tall frame and easy smile were often compared to Omar Sharif. I watched him bounce over the waves, feeling proud to be his daughter and wishing his work as a partner of an accountancy firm and a lecturer at Tehran University did not absorb so much of his time.

				Uncle Jalal made a U-turn. Dad bent his knees to change direction, lost control and crashed headfirst into the sea. The speedboat turned again and slowed as we got closer to him. He was laughing as he paddled awkwardly to retrieve his ski.

				‘One more time before we break for lunch,’ he said to Uncle Jalal.

				I was about to throw him the line when I noticed Mum waving at the edge of the water. Her other hand was firmly holding on to my brother’s arm. Behzad, with his floaties still on, was struggling to set himself free.

				Mum’s arm continued to fan over her head. Watching her on the beach, I thought she looked almost frail. Helen, Uncle Jalal’s wife, had joined her. She carried her baby Sabrina on her right hip. Her eldest daughter, Salomeh, stood beside her wrapped in a beach towel. Both women were waving for us to get back.

				‘I wonder what’s happened?’ Dad asked, puzzled.

				‘Nothing’s happened.’ Uncle Jalal winked. ‘You know women. They probably have lunch ready and want us to hurry back before it gets cold.’

				Closer to the shore, I jumped off the boat and swam the short distance to the beach while Dad helped Uncle Jalal anchor. I walked to where Mum was holding onto Behzad. She wore a yellow halter-neck dress she had bought on our recent holiday to Greece. Over her hair she wore a small blue scarf to protect her streaks from the sun. Her brown eyes were panicked, her face pale despite her summer tan. She stroked my face absentmindedly while watching the men secure the boat. 

				‘Take your brother back to the villa,’ Mum said, placing Behzad’s struggling fist into mine. ‘I need to speak to your father.’ I stood dripping, while she picked up a towel with manicured fingers, shook the sand off, and walked towards the boat.

				Uncle Jalal and Helen’s villa overlooked the beach. I could have easily pulled Behzad the short distance there. But I stalled, wanting to know what had rattled Mum. 

				‘I want to go back in the water,’ Behzad protested. His small mouth pursed tight as tears began to well behind his long eyelashes. Behzad at six, three years younger than I, with his large dark eyes and round cheeks reminded me of a cherub in our storybooks. I felt sorry for him and loosened my grip a little, but not enough to set him free. 

				Mum stood next to Helen at the edge of the water where they waited for their men. ‘Kamal, there’s been trouble in Tehran.’ Mum’s voice trembled as she handed Dad the towel.

				‘What’s happened?’

				‘The boy who delivered our bread from the village said martial law has been declared.’

				‘What for?’ 

				Uncle Jalal joined them after securing the boat. He took Sabrina, who was stretching her round fingers towards him, from Helen. She squealed as Uncle Jalal pressed her against his wet skin.

				‘There have been demonstrations in Tehran against the Shah,’ Helen said.

				Uncle Jalal’s eyes widened. ‘Who were the demonstrators?’ 

				‘It’s not clear. It could be the communists or the fundamentalists . . . who knows?’ Helen waved her hand about her face dramatically as she spoke.

				‘What else?’ Uncle Jalal said, his brown eyes losing all the lustre of the past few hours on the boat.

				‘They’re demonstrating around the university and Jaleh Square,’ Mum said in a tight voice. ‘The army has opened fire on the unarmed people.’ She paused. ‘The boy said the streets are painted red with blood.’

				There had been demonstrations in Iran since the beginning of January, but until now those events had almost no bearing on our lives in Tehran. 

				Dad’s eyebrows gathered in creases at the bridge of his nose. He pressed his index finger on them as if suppressing a sharp pain. ‘Nina, get the children ready,’ he said with a tense jaw, ‘we’ll leave right away.’ 

				‘But we’ve made lunch,’ Helen protested. The other three stared at her, Jalal with a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance. Dad closed his eyes and pressed at his temples. When he opened his eyes again there was great sadness in him.

				Then Mum cradled Dad’s face in her hands and smiled reassuringly. ‘Helen’s right, Kamal. We’ve made Abeh Goosht, it would be a shame to waste it.’

				‘What about the martial law?’ he said, pulling her hands away.

				‘Lunch won’t take long,’ she said in a soothing voice. ‘And we’ll leave straight after.’ She took Dad’s hand and squeezed it gently. ‘Come.’

				Uncle Jalal and the others followed. My parents stopped when they reached Behzad and me. Dad bent over and kissed my forehead as he wrapped his towel around me. His lips felt cool. Mum gently took Behzad’s hand in hers and this time he did not struggle.

				We walked the short distance to the house in silence. From above, an observer would have mistaken our bent posture for a family retiring after an exhausting day at the beach. 

				•

				At the villa we had our lunch on the shady veranda. We had spread a sofreh on the tiled floor around which our two families sat cross-legged. Uncle Jalal was inside phoning colleagues about the situation in Tehran. Dad had a shortwave radio close to his ear, straining to hear the newsreader between the static. 

				Salomeh and I were given the task of setting the food while Sabrina cooed happily in her bassinette and Behzad raced his ‘hot wheel’ cars. In the middle of the sofreh we placed some lavash bread, torshi, feta, sabzi and bottles of Coca-Cola. From the kitchen, the smell of the Abeh Goosht – lamb shanks and potatoes basking in turmeric – wafted in with the warm afternoon breeze.

				Mum carried a large ceramic bowl filled with the stock from the Abeh Goosht. She placed it gently on the sofreh, careful not to spill any. The kids helped in making the tilit by cutting the lavash bread into bite-size pieces and throwing them into the bowl. Once enough bread had soaked the stock, the tilit was ready to be served. 

				Uncle Jalal came and sat cross-legged next to Dad. His eyes had lost their laughter. ‘Some demonstrators have been killed,’ he said. ‘Not clear how many at this stage.’

				‘What did they say about the martial law?’ Dad asked.

				‘Tehran is one of the eleven cities where the Shah has declared martial law. The curfew is set at 9 pm.’

				It was 2.30 pm.

				Mum served us lunch, trying to maintain a sense of normality. She served the men first, then us and Helen, then finally herself. After we all had some of the tilit, the de-boned lamb, potatoes, red beans and chickpeas were placed back into the ceramic bowl. Uncle Jalal, using a goosht koob, mashed the lot into a paste. This, along with any torshi or sabzi, we spooned from our plates into bite-size lavash cones. 

				Usually the midday meal was a time of great excitement. We sat cross-legged around the sofreh – women gossiped, men discussed business and we children fought over our favourite parts of the meat. All the food was placed in the middle, like steaming ships, for everyone to share and there was always enough for second and third helpings. Once the main meal was over we would lounge around, picking from plates of fruit and dates stuffed with walnuts. Adults usually enjoyed a hot cup of black tea prepared from a nearby samovar before falling asleep in the shady verandas.

				On the day of the demonstrations, the silence around the sofreh was only interrupted by Behzad’s zooming noises as he raced his toy cars.

				We left as soon as the lunch dishes were washed. We stopped briefly at our own villa, making sure everything was locked, turning off the electricity and throwing away perishable foods. In the traffic heading away from the Caspian coast, Mum and Dad were silent in their thoughts.
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				Kandevan Tunnel

				The Kandevan tunnel is halfway between the Caspian Sea and Tehran, through the Alborz mountains, which run along the northern part of Iran from Azarbaijan in the west to the Afghan border in the east. The Chaloos Road from Tehran to the Caspian Sea winds up the mountain to the Kandevan tunnel and then winds back down the other side. A traveller taking this road for the first time coming from the dry, smog-trapped air of Tehran would be surprised to find a lush and fertile land with humid air on the Caspian side of the mountain.

				The Kandevan tunnel gets its name from the village of Kandevan near Tabriz. The people from this village live in cave-like dwellings and are well known for their rock-cutting craftsmanship. In the 1920s the Kandevan villagers cut a tunnel through solid rocks in the Alborz mountains. It is only wide enough to allow vehicles to move in one direction at a time along a single road. 

				A traffic light at the mouth of the tunnel determined which direction could go. People used this waiting time to climb out of their overcrowded cars and stretch their legs. As we drew closer, we saw that the traffic stretched for miles down the winding Chaloos Road.

				‘Oh my god, look at this traffic, Nina.’ Dad stuck his head out the window to get a better look. All around us people were climbing out of their cars, the anxiety of wanting to get home clear in their eyes. Most smoked, taking long deliberate drags from their cigarettes. They threw the butts carelessly into the green bushes and the rain later washed them downstream to settle on the patchwork rice fields at the foot of the mountain.

				The clock on the dashboard blinked 5.50 pm.

				‘Damn. At this rate, it could take us hours before we get home.’ Dad switched off the engine and rolled down his window, turning to look at us. Beside me, Behzad was asleep; he held his old foam pillow with its jagged edges close to his chest. Dad smiled. Behzad had refused time and time again to give up his pillow in favour of a new one.

				‘Let’s have a cigarette, Kamal,’ Mum pulled a packet of Rothmans from her handbag and stepped out of the car. They leaned on the bonnet, close together. Dad cupped his hand around the gold lighter to first light Mum’s and then his own cigarette. The sun hung low in the sky, throwing peach-coloured rays across the sea of cars. There was a faint smell of lamb and chicken kebab in the air. It all seemed far removed from the tense eyes of the travellers around us.

				‘Kamal, look! Something’s happening.’ Mum stood, straining her neck. ‘I think there’s a fight.’

				I stood up and squeezed myself through the sunroof to get a better look.

				Ten cars ahead of us, in front of a vendor selling kebabs, two men, one in his late teens and the other middle-aged, were having a heated argument. A crowd was building around them. A frail old woman was pleading with the younger man to come away with her. She pulled at his sleeve. It seemed to work, but then the older man said something and the other man punched him, sending him flying into the middle of the road. A car coming from the opposite direction swerved to miss him.

				The older man picked himself up and flew into a rage. He ran to his car throwing off two men who tried to stop him. He climbed into a car behind us and seconds later came out waving a butcher’s knife. Behind him, a woman called out, ‘For the love of God, Asghar! He’s only a boy. Please . . . let him go.’

				‘Get back into the car, woman,’ Asghar spat out.

				‘Asghar . . . please.’

				‘I said get back in the car.’

				A few men tried to hold Asghar back by grabbing his arms. But Asghar was strong and freed himself easily. His bloodshot eyes scanned the crowd for his victim, his nostrils flaring. He saw him hiding behind a white Renault and the younger man ran, weaving between cars and pushing people out of his way. Asghar chased after him waving his knife in the air, and threatening anyone who tried to stop him. Some men, fearful of their wives and children getting hurt, pushed them back into their cars. The children, curious at what was happening, were slow to move which resulted in a clip to the back of their heads from their parents. A woman close to us was shouting for someone to stop the fight before it ended in bloodshed. Others were running to get the police who were directing the traffic at the tunnel’s entrance. Car horns blasted all around us and it all added to the general hysteria. Cars coming in the opposite direction slowed down to a crawl causing drivers behind them to lean on their car horns. The young man suddenly changed direction and ran towards our car. Asghar, tired by the chase, was slower to react.

				Dad threw his half-smoked cigarette away. Mum, stunned, was glued to where she stood. Dad pushed her towards the passenger door. ‘Nina, get into the car . . . Get down from there,’ he pointed at me. ‘Roll up your windows and lock the doors.’ Dad climbed back in and did the same. He had one hand on the ignition key and the other on the gear stick. His shoulders tensed.

				Behzad, blinked awake, dazed, wondering what all the commotion was about. ‘What’s going on? Are we nearly home?’ No one answered him.

				Outside, the younger man was almost at our car. He turned to see how far ahead he was when he tripped and fell. He stretched out his arms to break his fall, and landed on our bonnet.

				Mum screamed. The boy looked up. His black hair, wet with sweat, was stuck to his forehead. At that moment, Asghar reached our car as well, his wife running behind him, screaming and pleading with him to stop. The boy rolled onto his back just as Asghar caught up with him. He tried getting up, but his feet kept slipping, throwing him back on our bonnet. In desperation he rolled across the bonnet and fell between our car and the mountain. 

				Asghar followed, his knife raised high over his head.

				‘Close your eyes . . . don’t look,’ Dad yelled at us. He turned the ignition. The engine roared into life. Ahead of us the tunnel’s light had turned green and the traffic had started to move a little. I pulled Behzad’s face onto my lap. I bent over him, with my arms folded over our heads. Outside a woman screamed above the roar of the engine.

				‘Asghaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrr . . .’

				Dad pressed his palm on the horn and kept it there. Our wheels screeched. The car swerved, throwing Behzad and I off our seats. The tyres fought to keep their grip on the road. The nauseating smell of petrol and burning rubber filled the car. Behzad and I were pressed in the leg space between the driver’s and backseats. Gravel crunched beneath our wheels just before we stopped and the engine hummed as if catching its breath. Neither Behzad nor I got up from where we had fallen. My head felt like shattered glass. For what seemed a long time, no one spoke.

				I waited until I no longer smelled burning rubber, ‘Daddy, can we get up now?’

				‘Yes, sweetheart. It’s okay.’

				We sat up. Behzad, startled, started to cry. He climbed over the seats to find security in the soft roundness of Mum’s arms. He buried his head in the crook of her neck, breathing in her comfort. 

				We had stopped on the other side of the road, not far from where we were originally. The cars were travelling slowly into the tunnel, their passengers looking curiously at us. 

				Mum, with Behzad wrapped around her, held her head in her hand. Her shoulders were shaking. Dad placed one hand on her shoulder and handed her a tissue. She blew her nose loudly. ‘Did you see their faces, Kamal?’ 

				Dad remained silent. He rolled down his window and lit another cigarette. He put the car into first gear and with some difficulty pushed his way back into the moving traffic. A car beeped, annoyed at being forced to give way. 

				When the traffic stopped again we could see the red traffic light at the tip of the Kandevan Tunnel. Dad turned off the engine. Mum’s crying had subsided into a sniffle. She looked out of the window with unfocused eyes. Dad pressed his temples. All of a sudden, he opened the door and got out.

				‘Where are you going?’ Mum called after him.

				‘I’ll be back soon,’ Dad answered over his shoulder.

				•

				There were police stations on both sides of the Kandevan Tunnel to direct the cars. The traffic police, with white caps and whistles, ensured the cars entered the tunnel one at a time and they stopped drivers from running the red light. 

				Kamal walked up to an officer issuing a fine to an uncooperative driver.

				‘Officer, I want to report a possible murder,’ Kamal interrupted.

				The officer looked up, annoyed. ‘What murder?’

				‘There was a fight and one of the men pulled a knife and . . .’

				‘Okay, okay,’ the officer put his palms up to stop Kamal going any further. ‘You need to see the sergeant over there,’ he said sharply and turned his attention back to the offending driver.

				Kamal drew a deep breath through his nose to control his anger and walked to where a group of twenty people had gathered around a heavily built man in a dark blue police uniform. As he drew closer, he saw the young man who had been in the fight. He looked unharmed, but his white shirt was caked with mud and there were streaks running down his dirty face. Kamal noticed the boy’s eyes were puffed, as if stung by bees, and a faint odour of dried urine clung to his clothes.

				Standing next to the sergeant were Asghar and his wife. Asghar stood silent with downcast eyes. His heavy frame, tired by the physical exertion, sagged above his belt. A dark patch, the colour of bruised fruit, had formed above his left eye. His wife stood beside him, whimpering while she spoke.

				‘I swear on the Koran, my husband is a good man.’ She lifted Asghar’s chin up with her cupped hands so everyone could see his face. ‘Look what this boy did to him,’ she said, pointing to the other man. ‘Anyone in my husband’s place would lose their temper.’ She searched the faces crowded around her for approval. Some bystanders nodded in agreement, enjoying being the jury in this open-air courtroom.

				The young man was talking rapidly to the sergeant who was trying to slow him down. ‘As Allah is my witness, this man here tried to kill me . . . He’s a lunatic . . . If it wasn’t for his wife, I’d be dead now.’ 

				‘But Alham-du-LeAllah,’ the sergeant said, eager for a quick resolution, ‘you’re all right and there’s been no great harm done. You yourself have not been completely guiltless,’ he said, shaking his index finger at the young man. ‘So, come now, do the right brotherly thing. Kiss and make up.’ The sergeant extended his arms to bring the two parties together. 

				‘But . . .’ the young man began to protest.

				‘No buts!’ the sergeant retorted impatiently. ‘Can’t you see the traffic building up? Come. Kiss and make up and get back to your cars . . . That’s a good lad . . . And stop making any more trouble for me.’ 

				With a wave of his hand, the sergeant beckoned the men to kiss one another on both cheeks and dismissed the crowd. Reluctantly, the people around them slowly dispersed.

				Kamal walked back to the car, smiling and shaking his head as if enjoying a private joke. The lights had just turned green and he had to run the last few steps to make it to the car in time.

				•

				The cars behind him beeped their horns impatiently as Dad dived back into the car.

				‘What happened to you?’ Mum asked, narrowing her eyes, puzzled by the expression on his face.

				‘I went to report the incident back there.’

				She sat up, ‘And?’

				‘They were both already there. Suffice to say, the problem was solved in the good ol’ Iranian way.’ He flashed her a knowing smile.

				We didn’t get back to Tehran until well past midnight, and were only stopped once. The soldier had shone his torch at Mum and Dad’s tanned faces and us sleeping in the backseat, then waved the car through. We climbed into our beds gratefully, not realising we had just had our first taste of the chaos that was about to rule our lives.
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				Marg bar America!

				We lived in the northern and more affluent part of Tehran, in a white four-storey building. From our kitchen window we could see Damavand, the snow-capped peak of the Alborz Mountain. Mum designed the interior, ensuring all the bedrooms and balconies overlooked the small manicured garden in the middle of the front yard. As was customary in Iran, our front yard was separated from the street by a two-metre-high iron gate. We lived in the first storey with Mamman, my paternal grandmother. Dad’s eldest sister, Mahin, with her husband, Salman, and their children lived on the second floor of the building. Dad’s other sister, Shahin, and her husband, Shapoor, with their children were on the third. Akbar, an old childhood friend of Dad’s from Tabriz, lived on the top floor with his wife and young son.

				Since the demonstrations, there had been an increasing number of strikes in the oil industry, the post office, government factories, and banks. Subsequent protest marches had led to more killings and the Shah’s martial law was still in force. Despite the ongoing unrest, our school opened as usual in late September. Kooros was a bilingual primary school based on the British school system. Both Behzad and I had started there from kindergarten. It was one of the new international schools which had sprung up to cater for the growing number of English and American children in Iran. The affluent and Western-educated Iranians fought hard against one another for the few spots available to them, and were willing to pay the high fees demanded, to send their children to the same schools.

				After our summer holidays there was a noticeable absence of most of the foreign and some of the Iranian students who had fled with their families as a result of the fighting and the anti-Western sentiments. As a precaution, Dad’s driver Ali took us to school. Ali was from the poorer southern Tehran and used to play tapes in the car. These were black market revolutionary tapes, recordings of speeches from mullahs made around Iran over the past few months against the Shah’s regime, handed out by university students and clerics at Friday sermons. The tapes were poor quality, which made it hard to understand the words but the mullahs kept talking about the same person: Ayatollah Khomeini. I asked Ali who the Ayatollah was.

				‘Ayatollah Khomeini is our Imam,’ he said passionately. ‘He is sent by Allah to save us from this tyrannical regime.’

				I stared at him blankly. I wanted to ask more, but the people on the tape started screaming. A voice shouted, ‘The soldiers are here!’ There were sounds of gunshots. Women screamed and children cried for their mothers. There was a flurry of footsteps as people rushed to get out. 

				It sounded like some fell and were trampled. 

				I could make out chanting: ‘Marg bar Shah . . . Marg bar America . . . Death to Shah . . . Death to America.’ The chants were drowned out by the rat-tat-tat of guns. Glass shattered and people were crying out. The tape recorder continued recording, turning calmly despite the chaos around it. Then somewhere close to the tape machine there was a hissing sound. Those who had remained in the mosque began to cough. The coughing grew louder. Someone called out, ‘My eyes . . . [cough] . . . my throat . . . [more coughing] . . . I can’t see a thing.’

				Footsteps fled past the forgotten recorder, knocking it over. I could make out people chanting outside the mosque, bursts of gunfire, and screams of people as they scattered throughout the mosque. Then all became silent as the tape ran out. 

				We heard those tapes often on the way to school. Behzad would sit quietly in the backseat and stare out the window, but at nights he rocked in his bed and woke up with nightmares.

				Over the next few months, we became curiously used to the sound of gunfire. Our quiet streets were at times punctured by the sound of bullets. I found a bullet shell half-embedded into our back patio and kept it for good luck. 

				Most of the fighting was concentrated in the older, southern part of Tehran. This is where the bazaars, mosques, cemetery and Tehran University were located. It was also the poorer, more congested part of the city. Geographically it is a two-hour drive from Qom, the religious centre of Iran, where the seeds of the revolution were first planted.

				In 1953, Dr Muhammad Mossadeq, the democratically elected Prime Minister of Iran, had been overthrown by a CIA-backed coup. Mossadeq had outraged the West by nationalising Iran’s profitable Anglo-Iranian oil company. At the time the British employees of the oil company lived in fenced off compounds in large air-conditioned houses, while the Iranians working for them lived in squalor and were paid a pittance. Mossadeq requested a 50/50 share of the profits and proposed that the monarchy, the Shah, should act as a figurehead rather than a ruler. The young Shah fled the country with his first wife Soraya. Mossadeq’s actions prompted the aging Churchill to convince Eisenhower to instigate ‘Operation Ajax’ which resulted in Mossadeq’s overthrow. Many Iranians believe that had Mossadeq been successful, Iran would have become a democracy. Over the next two decades, the consequences of the coup, and subsequent reinstatement of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, the Shah, to the throne, left a deep distrust of American foreign policy in the Iranian psyche. Since then, there had been a few uprisings in Iran, but they had no leadership or direction. 

				In 1976, Amnesty International accused SAVAK (the Shah’s CIA trained secret police) of torturing 3000 mostly political prisoners and announced that Iran’s human rights record was one of the worst in the world. During the Shah’s reign, SAVAK had gained a reputation as the most notorious and murderous institution in the Middle East. Fear of SAVAK discouraged any discussion of politics, particularly if it was anti-Shah. It was rumoured SAVAK informers were in every school and business. Many who did speak against the Shah were never seen or heard from again.

				In 1978 the hatred and anger finally erupted. In Khomeini the people found a leader and in Islam a direction. Initially Khomeini’s supporters were university students discontented with the widening income gap, the lack of social justice and the ‘Status of Forces Agreement’ between the Shah and the USA which gave immunity to the Americans living in Iran against acts punishable under its laws. The peasants and the urban poor fuelled by Friday sermons in their mosques were also willing to face army tanks in defiance of the Shah’s lack of religious following and the increased Western modernisation. In a futile attempt to rebuild some of the royal family’s Islamic piety and to stop the demonstrations, the Shah had ordered the closure of casinos and gambling clubs.He had also dismissed or imprisoned officials (including his prime minister) in high government posts under corruption charges. Dr Aram, Mum’s boss from the Ministry of Health, was amongst those imprisoned.

				As the revolution gained momentum and killings escalated, secular intellectuals, socialists and nationalists, whom until then had remained neutral in what they saw as a struggle between the Shah and the mullahs, joined the movement believing they were rising against fifty years of dictatorship. To the religious, Khomeini was Ali (Prophet Mohammad’s son-in-law and Shia’s highly revered first Imam), and to the secularists, Mossadeq. 

				By the beginning of December 1978, the whole country was paralysed by strikes. We had electricity and gas for only a few hours a day. There were long queues in front of petrol stations, with people and cars waiting for hours in the hope of filling their tanks and paraffin cans. Everything was becoming scarce. Inflation was rife. Contacts became vital for getting household goods. A black market economy flourished for everything from American dollars to everyday commodities. 

				Despite the shortages, the mood on the street was one of unity and buoyant optimism. Upon coming into power in the 1920s, Reza Shah intolerant of religious hierarchy had banned the wearing of the turban for all except the most senior clergy.Additionally he had banned the wearing of the veil for women and had opened state schools to minimise the educational influences of madrassas. During the revolution more and more men grew facial hair and women wore the hejab, in visual defiance against the Shah’s regime and its Westernised ideals.

				•

				Kamal looked at his dashboard. His petrol tank was showing half-empty.

				‘Damn!’ he cursed under his breath. It was the second time this week his petrol tank had been drained. The worst thing was that it happened at his work’s car park. 

				I should get someone to watch the cars all day, he thought. But anyone he hired could easily siphon a bit of petrol everyday from the cars and sell it on the black market for ten times the pump price. He had enough petrol for today. His main concern was the two empty paraffin containers he needed for heaters.

				He turned into Pahlavi Street where he knew there was a petrol station. The queue was over a kilometre. One man stood with his four children, the youngest no older than seven or eight years old, each holding an empty container. The children’s faces looked dark from layers of pollution and dirt. Their knees and elbows stuck out of their thin limbs like doorknobs. Kamal cursed again under his breath; this could take hours.

				He drove past and double-parked his car at the front of the petrol station, where he had a clear view of the queue. He turned off his engine and watched a man and woman fill up two large paraffin cans. The man’s face was almost fully covered by his bushy beard. He wore faded Levis and a khaki jacket that had seen better days. The woman’s hair was covered and she wore a hand-knitted scarf around her neck. Their bare fingers were pink from hours of standing in the cold. 

				Once the cans were filled, the man placed a long stick across his back. The woman checked that the lids were secured tight and, with some difficulty, lifted each can onto the ends of the stick. The man’s back hunched under the weight. Kamal pulled out his wallet and checked the contents, then opened the car door and stepped out, taking rapid steps towards the couple. The cold blast of winter stung his face. He buttoned up his overcoat.

				The couple did not notice him at first so Kamal stepped into their path. ‘How much for your paraffin?’ he asked.

				‘It’s not for sale,’ the man retorted. His words were a little strained from the weight on his shoulders. He tried to step around Kamal who put a hand on the man’s chest, ‘I’ll offer you 300 tomans for each container.’ He knew it was twice what the man would have paid.

				‘I told you it’s not for sale,’ the man said, this time a little less forcefully. Kamal, sensing the man’s willingness, quickly increased the price. ‘Five hundred tomans. This is my final offer. Otherwise I’ll offer it to the next person in line.’

				The woman leaned over and whispered something in the man’s ear. The man nodded. With her help, he placed his load carefully on the icy footpath, and stretched his back. At his full height, he stood taller than Kamal. 

				‘I can only sell you one. I’ve got a sick baby and an elderly mother living in a rented room.’ The man’s face tightened. ‘I haven’t worked for months. I’ve had to borrow money to get this paraffin for our heater and a little bit of petrol for my motorbike so I can do some odd jobs.’

				The man reminded Kamal of his younger brother Nasser. Kamal’s expression softened. He nodded and turned his head so he didn’t have to look at the embarrassment in the man’s eyes. They swapped the empty container in the back of Kamal’s car with the man’s full one. Kamal then pulled out several petrol rations which he had bought on the black market. 

				‘Here’s 500 tomans, some petrol rations and my card. Come by my office, I might have a job for you in our car park.’ As Kamal drove away he saw the couple in his rearview mirror with their heads bent forward together over the small card.

				•

				A few days later Kamal arrived late to the office. He was about to push open the large glass door when a man’s voice stopped him.

				‘Agha Kamal!’

				Kamal turned and looked at the tall man who had emerged from behind the leafless tree. It took him a few seconds to recognise the man from the petrol station.

				‘Salaam, Agha Kamal,’ the man stepped forward, uncertain if he had been recognised. ‘My name is Rashid. You remember from the other day? You said you might have a job for me.’

				‘Yes, of course I remember. I – I wasn’t sure you’d be coming.’

				‘Well . . .’ Rashid dropped his eyes, ‘my wife and I never had a proper education. I took your card with me to the Friday prayers. Our mullah told me where to come.’

				‘I’m glad you did. Come inside.’

				From that day onwards Rashid guarded the cars like a sheepdog guards his herd. He also made the tea, which meant he always knew what was being said as he moved around the office soundlessly, carrying fragrant jasmine teas and small lumps of sugars on large round trays.
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				Allah-O-Akbar

				We sat cross-legged in neat lines according to our class. An unscheduled assembly had been announced in the hall on the third floor of our school. On days when it was raining, or too icy to play outside, the ten by twenty metre room doubled as our indoor playground. There were large windows at one end of the hall where we could look down onto the quiet street. Smaller windows at the opposite end provided plenty of light during the daytime. It was December and the walls were proudly decorated with the children’s artwork and Christmas decorations. There was a dark patch where the photo of the Shah and his wife had once hung on the wall. No one knew who had pulled it down.

				We all spoke excitedly amongst ourselves, happy to be excused from our afternoon classes. The teachers did little to quieten us. The noise finally subsided when the two principals walked in. In Iran it was mandatory for international businesses to have Iranian partners, which meant international schools had two principals. 

				Mrs Briggs, our English principal, walked up to the dais. She was a stocky woman with soft blue eyes which turned hard when handing out punishment for demerits. She blew her nose loudly on her white handkerchief and then tucked it into her sleeve. She waited until we were all quiet.

				‘Children, as you know there’s been a lot of unrest in Tehran’s streets lately. A lot of this aggression is towards Western businesses. We have decided that for the safety of our students we will be closing our school until further notice. Your parents will be notified with a letter we will be sending home with you today.’

				The room was quiet. A shiver ran up my spine and I shuddered involuntarily. I looked around and saw the news slowly sinking in for the older children. A few of the girls started to cry. We were dismissed back to our classes. The younger classes were lead out in two straight lines. Behzad stood with his year one class. He flashed me a smile, revealing two missing front teeth. He waved as their class was led away by their teacher.

				Back in our classroom, our teacher was bombarded with questions. ‘Does this mean we don’t have a school any more?’

				‘No, it just means that while the streets are unsafe you will have to stay home.’ Her voice was calm and cool like a light summer breeze.

				‘Are they going to bomb our school?’ This time she paled a little. A strand of silky black hair had escaped from her hairclip. She pulled the clip out, pinned the strand of hair back into place and looked up at the student who had asked the question.

				‘I hope not.’ There was a slight tremble in her voice.

				Since the demonstrations had begun there had been deliberate attacks and firebombing of banks which dealt with international companies, liquor shops and cinemas – anything that symbolised the West. International schools had received bomb threats and recently we had rocks and bricks, followed by abuse, hurled at us from over the school wall.

				None of us had been allowed to go to the movies since August when 377 people were killed in a cinema fire in Abadan. The attackers had locked the exit doors, trapping the victims inside. Rumours spread that SAVAK had caused the fire.

				For the next few months my cousins and I spent our days playing in the rubble behind our house where developers had abandoned their ambitions. The thick snow that covered the piled dirt made for a perfect playground. At night we huddled around gaslights listening to our parents talk about the revolution in hushed tones, or we all listened to the BBC World Service between bursts of static. The adults listened to the news with worried expressions and talked about what might become of our school. Mum was especially worried about Behzad who was rocking in his sleep and waking up from nightmares.

				Meanwhile, outside on the rooftops of Tehran, a revolution of a different kind was taking place.

				•

				Traditionally, in neighbourhoods all around Iran, the young men blessed with strong voices would go on rooftops to call the faithful to prayer. 

				In Tehran, this was mainly practised in the southern parts, which were more religious. In our street, an old man with memories of a once angelic voice would faithfully climb the steps up to his roof at dusk. He would warm his vocal cords with honey-sweetened tea. He cupped one hand with its protruding purple veins close to his mouth. He drew the night air into his lungs and called out to the faithful.

				‘Allah-O-Akbar . . . Allah-O-Akbar,’ his words filled the evening. I grew up listening to the rise and fall of his calling, often as I was drifting off to sleep. In my bed, under layers of blanket or with the sweet smell of jasmine flowers wafting through my window, his calling was like a lullaby. My breathing would slow down to match its rhythm: ‘Allah-O-Akbar. God is great. Allah-O-Akbar.’

				From the beginning of the revolution in September 1978, others responded to his calling. At first it was a mere handful of people. By December the night air was filled with voices rising and falling in harmony long after the red glow of the setting sun had made way for the blanket of darkness. 

				•

				Upstairs at Mahin’s, Kamal and the other men were gathered around the dining table, drinking whisky and trying to outdo one another with their insights on the revolution. A gas lamp in the middle of the room threw a soft golden glow on the walls, while a battery-operated shortwave radio was tuned into the BBC news.

				‘In Paris, the Iranian dissident mullah Ayatollah Khomeini has once again urged his countrymen to join the uprising. In a stirring speech the charismatic Ayatollah has vowed to release his country from the tyranny of the West. He has continued to denounce the Shah as an American puppet. Meanwhile in Iran, thousands of demonstrators are pouring daily into the streets. Iran’s newly appointed Prime Minister Bakhtiar has had no influence in easing the tension. Iran’s military is reported to be losing hundreds of men as soldiers are defecting daily to join the revolution . . .’

				Kamal and the other three men, Salman, Shapoor and Akbar, crowded around the table with a bottle of Johnnie Walker between them. Their faces were flushed from the warmth of the alcohol. The women sat on wooden chairs, talking amongst themselves. 

				Kamal looked at his mother sitting on the couch and listening with detached interest. Once in a while she would bite down on her lower lip, cluck her tongue and shake her head in dismay.

				He became agitated. He switched off the radio, ‘All we do is talk.’

				His sister Mahin gave a guttural laugh. ‘What did you expect to do? Run in front of guns?’

				He stared at her for what seemed a long time. When he spoke again his voice sounded stuck in his throat. ‘People are dying in the streets and we sit in our cosy apartments and talk of revolution.’ He brushed his hair back with his hands, lacing his fingers behind his neck and keeping his eyes fixed on the flame flickering inside the gas lamp.

				Through the shut windows a faint call of Allah-O-Akbar could be heard. Everyone listened to the sounds that had become so familiar. Kamal placed the palms of his hands on the table and pushed himself up. He looked at Mahin. ‘You’re right. I might not have the courage to step in front of a bullet, but at least I can be a part of what’s going on out there,’ he pointed in the direction of the street.

				•

				Flicking through old LIFE magazines with our flashlights, my cousin Zoya and I were unaware of the commotion that had started in the living room. As the sounds grew louder, we stopped and listened. We stepped out to the hallway, and in the faint glow of the gas lamp, we saw the men putting on their jackets, a little unsteady on their feet. 

				‘You can’t go in your condition,’ Mum spoke with suppressed anger. ‘You’re going to kill yourself falling off the roof.’

				Dad squared his shoulders and walked out, not bothering to close the door behind him. We heard his boots stepping heavily on the concrete stairs. Encouraged by Dad the other men followed, feeling their way up the dark stairwell. The women stared at the open door as if expecting them to come back any minute.

				Mamman bit down on her lip. ‘Nina, why didn’t you stop them?’

				‘Mamman, you saw them. There was nothing I could do.’

				‘At least go up after them. Make sure they don’t fall over the edge,’ her voice trembled. Mum looked at her. Mamman’s eyes were glassy with tears. Mum took Mamman’s old hands into hers and her daughters put their arms reassuringly around her. Ever since she had lost her husband eight years ago, Mamman’s children had protected her, as if guarding a fragile china doll.

				‘I’ll make sure they’re all right,’ Mum tried to sound confident as she reached for her jacket.

				•

				On the roof the men stood and listened. Voices were rising and falling in unison from almost every rooftop. It had started to snow. The snowflakes floated gracefully from the black sky, melting quickly as they hit the concrete. In the morning the sharp edges of the buildings would be buried under the white round curves.

				Kamal looked up, inviting the flakes to his face. The air was crisp. A large lump choked his throat. He closed his eyes, breathing in the night air. The cold had helped clear his head and sharpen his senses. His heart thundered in his ears. He thought about one of his American employees at Deloitts. Almost all of their international staff had left the company; John, however, could not be persuaded to leave. ‘Leave, Kamal? Are you crazy? Look around you. History is being made right in front of our eyes. I’d never forgive myself if I leave here for the comfort of white picket fences back home.’
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