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Iran: what does the word conjure?


Political unrest, Islamic revolution, something nuclear, international sanctions.


Fists thrown in the air, chanting, “Death to America! Death to Israel!”


Or a country of deserts and ancient ruins, often mistaken for its neighbour, Iraq?


Some say Iran is a country of culture, history, and exotic food. The swelling pride often associated with this portrayal is difficult to miss when you speak to someone from Iran in the West, whether they refer to themselves as an ‘Iranian’ or a ‘Persian’. Some left for a better life, some escaped, others exiled.


Which description is more accurate?


All of the above, perhaps.


There are many tales to be told about Iran: its culture, people, history, and politics. However, some stories are lost between the cracks, left untold.


Ignored.


This is the story of a boy growing up in that country, a boy who realized he was different from others.


It is the story of one person’s struggle with identity, sexuality, tradition, and religion, in a place where the word gay remains unheard among all the other noises and chants.










Prologue



He hugged me tight, my head on his chest.


His arms wrapped around me, like he’d never let go. I could not make out his face. I squinted, but it remained a blur.


Somehow, I knew him. I had always known him.


Where was I? The sofa we sat on, the maroon carpet with its curved lines and flowers—as if they were also in an embrace—and the thick beige curtain, drawn closed: all appeared familiar, yet alien.


It felt calm.


Private.


Safe.


He ran his fingers through my hair. I smiled. Up until that moment, I could only smell him, his warm sweet scent.


The smell was being replaced by an uninvited intruder. It tingled my nostrils and made my stomach churn.


Rice.


I shook my head side to side to get rid of it, to have him back. It only got stronger, like a thick fog descending on us, occupying every corner. A distant voice called my name like an echo. And then a pull.


My head detached from his chest. I tried to stay. I tried hard. I couldn’t. I was being pulled away with a force I had no strength to fight against. He was becoming smaller, merging with the beige of the curtains, the maroon of the carpet, a distorted and distant smudge. I opened my mouth and shouted, but I had no voice. I stretched my arm towards him.


My stomach made another moan.


The second shake on my foot woke me up.


“Majid, get up. Everyone is up, come on,” whispered Maman.


When I opened my eyes, I could make out her chador silhouette in the dark. I groaned and pulled the duvet over my head. I closed my eyes, screwed them tight, hoping to see him again. To feel him again.


It was too late. He was gone.


Maman left the room, careful not to wake up Sina, my little brother. I looked at the window. Pitch black. The humming sounds of cutlery and the TV through the closed bedroom door were getting louder. I had to get up.


I flinched as I entered the bright TV room. Our sofreh, a pale plastic sheet with pink flowers printed on, was spread in the middle of the carpet. Five plates with mismatching forks and spoons on each, lined the edges of it. Pictures of flowers and an Arabic prayer crawled across the top of the TV screen, next to a clock: 4.00 a.m. The musical sound of the man reciting the prayer on TV was mournful and melancholic. I knew the prayer by heart. His voice was what we heard every night before dawn during Ramadan, it was a countdown timer to the morning prayer call, the azaan.


Baba was sitting cross-legged at the sofreh already, along with Saman. He looked grumpy, like always. Maman put a tray of tea on the floor.


“Majid, go get the rice. I’ll serve the khoresht.”


I obeyed, carefully placing the steaming rice dish in the middle of the sofreh on a hotplate, to stop it from melting a new hole in the plastic.


Maman sat on the carpet opposite Baba, placing the stew next to the rice, her floral prayer chador skilfully twisted around her head, keeping her hands free. She glanced at the clock on TV, saying, “Quick. Eat. I almost missed my alarm this morning; not much time left till azaan,” as she served us rice and stew.


We all ate in silence while the sombre prayer continued on TV in the background.


I kept remembering my dream and smiled to myself, how vivid it was. I believed, after offering my prayer and going back to bed, he would be waiting for me. I already longed to have his arms around me again.


I was fourteen.


My morning prayer, the one on the TV, the prayers of Maman or Baba—none could stop the pull in my gut.


A pull by a monster.


Little did I know, this monster I was feeding was insatiable.


Little did I know, this feeling I was nurturing innocently was punishable by death.










Part I











Faded Hue



June 2018, London


“Syphilis? Again?”


He looks at me as if I have not only given him his diagnosis, but the disease itself. He sounds like a child who’s just dropped his ice cream.


“Yes. I know,” I sympathize. “It’s not what you want to hear.”


He grunts. “But I have been so careful; I don’t understand.” There, that voice again.


I glance at the clock on my computer screen: nearly five p.m. I’d really like to leave on time today. I’m going out for drinks this evening, finally. Ben and I have been trying for several weeks to set a second date, and I do not want to be late—least of all because someone else has had an unfortunate result for having too much fun. Deep breath.


I turn to him again, smiling. “It’s difficult to know exactly how you got it, or who you got it from. Have you been using condoms for oral sex, too?”


His eyebrows form a frown as he pulls his chin close to his neck, creating an unattractive double chin. I would have thought of him as “acceptably handsome” up until then. I fight back the temptation to roll my eyes.


“Of course not; who does that?” he says, voice back to normal.


“Well, some do. There are flavoured condoms out there for a reason.”


“Would you?”


Like a tightrope walker being hit by a gust of wind, my footing is lost for a second, as the hair on the back of my neck stands up. I look at his smug face, his perfectly raised eyebrow saying, I can see through you. Suddenly, I wish the tiny room had a window.


My cheeks a little bit warmer, I clear my throat. “I don’t think that is relevant.”


Images of the past flash in front of my eyes for a second. Have I ever? Did I use condoms for any kind of sex, back then? An uncomfortable sense of shame starts to bubble in my stomach. I got away with it. Perhaps there is a god who watches over me, only to punish me in the afterlife.


Feeling like a bit of a hypocrite, I gather myself and continue: “A third of syphilis is transmitted through oral sex.”


He is not impressed with my answer. Neither am I. The time on the computer screen is screaming, You’re definitely going to be late! Need to wrap up.


Once I have given a monologue listing various scientific facts about syphilis, I leave him looking baffled and give the penicillin prescription to the nurse. I hand over to the next doctor and rush out, feverishly texting Ben: Sorry, just left. Am going to be late x.


On the Tube, a middle-aged woman wearing hijab is sitting opposite me, holding a huge floral bag close to her chest, her face serious. I follow her gaze to a few seats down, where a girl sits in a tiny denim skirt, her straightened blond hair loose at her shoulders. She is holding a tiny pink mirror in her left hand and skilfully adding more mascara to an already heavily made-up face with the other. Her glittery lips form an O shape, as if surprised about what is happening to the rest of her face. I look back at the hijab woman, still clutching her bag, knuckles white. There is something in her eyes. Is it pity? Or envy? I can’t tell. She catches my glance. I smile. She is quick to look away, releasing her grip on the bag.


I put my earphones in and close my eyes, my mind venturing into the past. I imagine what Maman would think about the girl in the denim skirt. What would she think about my earlier speech on oral sex, about the gay man—or, as she’d put it, “the sodomite”? Could she picture her son talking about flavoured condoms? What a strange turn of events it has been. Bobbing up and down to the gentle rocking of the Tube train, I let the floodgates of memories open.


Memories.


Events which made me laugh, cry, and everything in between. The tickling and the tormenting. They are like gigantic hands moulding soft clay into who I am now.


Let’s start with the most distant one. It is so far, it may only be my imagination. Like dust gathered on a shelf, an itch at the back of the throat.


A soft hand. A smile.


The loud roar of an engine.


Ears popping.


They were going back.


Baba wasn’t from a religious background, but he had his religious principles: he fasted, offered prayers five times a day, and so on. An architect, he was one of two children, with an older brother. I never met my paternal grandmother, who died of cancer a few years before my parents had children. Baba’s father was a successful judge and lawyer, who retired before the 1979 Islamic revolution.


Maman, on the other hand, was from a big religious family, born to conservative Shia Muslim parents in Ankara, Turkey. She met Baba when he was at university in Turkey. They got married and moved back to pre-revolution Iran for a couple of years. Maman does not talk much about those days, now—in fact, she does not talk about them at all. It must have been a daunting experience, leaving her homeland and moving to a country in which she had no family or friends, and did not know the language. I look at the faded pictures from back then and see a young woman with lush black curly hair, almost like an Afro, wearing fashionable clothes and with a shy smile. The Maman I know is so different now, it is impossible to imagine her voice, her laugh, and her smell in the Polaroid photos. Was her accent stronger? Would she still tut if she saw lovers hold hands or kiss in public? Did she do those things in public?


They soon moved to the UK, to study. It was a rite of passage to obtain a Western degree. It still is. My older brother Saman and I were both born in England. I was born in Sheffield, in 1981.


I don’t know at what point it happened exactly, but my mum and dad fell in love with the revolution and what it stood for. Perhaps it was the adrenaline that the radical change pumped into their hearts, or the promise that accompanied it: an ideal world. After all, don’t all revolutions promise that?


The Islamic revolution emerged from frustration with the Shah, and it toppled 2,500 years of monarchy in Iran. Led by Ayatollah Khomeini, the Grand Ayatollah, religion and politics were to be made one entity, inseparable. The banner of Islam was raised, sharia became the law. Iran’s flag changed face, the lion-and-sun emblem giving way to the word Allah, written in Arabic. The country was shaken from an imperial dynasty to the Islamic Republic.


In 1980, Iraq invaded Iran. A war was imposed on the newly born regime. This was when my parents decided to go back, to be home. Baba had just finished his master’s, while Maman was busy looking after me and my brother.


This time round, moving to Iran was different. Maman had begun to cover her head and wore a hijab. I never saw the days when she did not wear one and can only picture what it was like sitting in her lap, while she confidently showed off that full head of hair. Now, not a single strand escaped her scarf, which hid it from the looks of men who weren’t allowed to see it. Her confidence was in one thing only: Islam. The faith became her identity. It was what she now breathed, ate, and drank.


The old yellow-hued pictures also show a different-looking Baba: clean shaven, thick black unruly hair, wearing those Elvis-type boot-cut trousers, a cigarette in his hand. He was handsome.


The religious transformation was drastic. The revolution had brought out the ideologue in each of them and, in the case of Iran’s revolution, that ideology was wholly Islamic. My dad grew a full beard, stopped smoking, and reinvented himself. Both of my parents devoted themselves to the new regime and renewed their religious vows.


My ears popped again.


A soft hand caressed my face.


We were landing.


The Islamic Republic was two, and I was a six-month-old child sitting in Maman’s lap.


I only needed that gentle rocking, back then; I hadn’t the faintest understanding of how my future was being drawn in front of me, like a mirage.










The Unholy War



1985


“Majid, come here. Quick, Baba is leaving.”


I jumped up and accidentally kicked my handiwork. The perfectly arranged shell casings around the fragments of a grenade were meant to look like mountains surrounded by golden trees. I groaned in frustration and got back on my knees and elbows again, carefully standing a couple of the empty shells upright.


“MAJID!” Maman’s voice had her warning tone laced into it this time, coming through gritted teeth.


I left my toys and, with a frown, stepped out of the bedroom. Baba was on one knee, tying the laces of his tired army boots. His beard looked fuller, and his uniform worn out. He had enlisted as part of the volunteer force and was sent to the front line for a few months at a time. It wasn’t enlistment, in his eyes—it was pilgrimage. “The Holy Defence” was the name the Ayatollah had given it.


Maman was in her prayer chador, holding a Quran. That white cotton sheet with small pink flowers printed on it covered her from top to toe, Allah’s embrace.


Saman was already standing next to her, watching Baba intently. His finger was in his nose, hunting for treasure. When I joined them, Maman put her hand on my head, and I pulled away, still angry.


“Baba, can you bring a big shell, like last time—the one which is this tall?” I asked, putting my hand next to my inflated chest.


“Sure, if I see one.” He smiled as he stood up.


I looked at my mum with excitement. She wasn’t looking back and seemed to be staring at the door, lost. Her lower lip was quivering as she chewed on it and her eyes were glossy. I buried my face in her chador and inhaled the familiar warm rose scent.


“Right, I’m off,” said Baba as he pulled the strap of the khaki holdall over his shoulder.


Maman cleared her throat and held the Quran up above his head. We watched, transfixed, my mouth open and Saman’s finger still glued. Baba walked under the holy book, turned around and, as Maman lowered the book to his face, kissed and touched his forehead on it. One final look at us three and he was gone, again.


“Can I kiss it, too?” said Saman, trying to reach for Maman’s hand.


“No, you can’t touch the book without vodhu.” She pulled her hand away, her tone serious. No emotion could overcome Maman’s devotion to religious routines. Vodhu was the act of cleansing with water prior to offering prayers.


Two years older than me, Saman was always trying to mirror Baba and craved his authority. When Baba was away, he was the man of the house.


Itching to return to my game with our healthy collection of war souvenirs, I ran back to my bedroom, glancing over my shoulder before entering. Maman was still standing in front of the door, perhaps hoping her husband had forgotten something.


Our first home in Tehran was a flat in the north of the city, close to one of Tehran’s biggest parks, with old trees forming a green arch over our street. The neighbourhood had once been serene and lush, where birds chirped and trees danced in the wind, but I couldn’t remember it that way. The sparrows had been replaced with metal birds and their chirping with deafening air-raid sirens. The fire of war was blazing in full force; the ultimate aim of “The Holy Defence” was to defend the religion.


Often, I saw Maman on her prayer mat in the middle of the night, reading the Quran in a musical tone. Forgetting I needed the loo, I stood still, watching her as she rocked back and forth, her voice breaking occasionally. I wished I knew what she was praying for.


I had learned the words to the martyrdom songs and anthems, and sang them to myself. They were catchy. I sat in front of the screen as my favourite ones were played on TV, whispering the lyrics as I watched pictures of young men in oversized uniforms smiling and joking in long queues, rifles on their shoulders, wearing headbands with Arabic chants written on them. I stared at their faces till my eyes hurt, looking for Baba.


They got on buses: their one-way chariots to the front line.


The anthems fuelled courage in their blood. A promise of heaven. Their sacrifice was like a butterfly leaping from a flower. No bullet holes were mentioned, no being torn apart by a bomb blast. Did they know that was what awaited them? Did I?


And then there were the air raids and the criss-crossed parcel tape stuck on windows to limit the spraying of shards if the glass was shattered by a blast. It was a usual sight in the city, and so were the murals: Quran verses, the Grand Ayatollah, and the martyrs.


The martyrs.


The butterflies.


When the buses returned empty, the faces on the walls of the city kept smiling, kept hoping. More and more walls revealed their faces every day. The war was when the holy stamp of the revolution took over the capital’s face.


Baba had been away on the front line. I was sitting on the floor, too close to the TV, mouth open again. My favourite Iranian cartoon was on. The little girl on the screen was wearing a chador and drying dishes for her mum, her dad reading the newspaper: all happy; the perfect family. I wondered why a small girl had to wear a hijab, trying to picture her without. Did she have long black hair down to her heels? Did she tie it back? Why was she covered up if she was at home?


Suddenly, it all stopped. The change in colour on the screen was all too abrupt. I thought I had got used to it. The bright red made me squint, and the loud siren forced me to put my fingers in my ears.


“ATTENTION! ATTENTION! THE SOUND YOU ARE HEARING IS A RED ALERT! YOU MUST GO TO A SHELTER, YOU MUST—”


Maman switched the TV off and pulled my hand, yanking me up to my feet. “Quick, put your shoes on. Where is your brother? SAMAN!”


Holding hands, we ran down the stairs to our basement. In the damp room with its concrete floor, Maman greeted our next-door neighbour with a nod. She held her cooing new-born, rocking side to side, looking more tired than afraid. A single light bulb hung naked from the ceiling. The static buzz of the filament inside was the only sound in the heavy silence. Until it wasn’t. The rattling sound of the not-so-distant artillery began to wax and wane, trying to fend off enemy planes like a repellent against mosquitoes.


After the first few air raids, the excitement had faded and I was only annoyed about sitting on the cold floor, hugging my knees for a few hours, and hoping cockroaches would not join us again. My mum stared at the ceiling, as if hoping her gaze would be an additional pillar, and kept a tight hold of our hands.


When we went back upstairs, we had to sleep under the large dining table in case the roof collapsed. My brother and I fought over the best spot, as if having a picnic, while Maman carefully arranged the bedding, making sure the table covered us all. She kept the lights off; we were in stealth mode. When she eventually joined us, she was wearing a head scarf.


“Why don’t you take it off? Are we going out?” I asked, my eyelids heavy.


“No, I like to keep it on. It’s more comfortable.”


I didn’t argue, turning my back to her and pulling the duvet close to my chin. One of my empty shells was on the floor in front of my face. I stood it up: the small golden tree. The repellent was still rattling in the distance. I drifted away.


It was only later that I realized she had kept her scarf on for her dignity, her belief. She did not want her hair showing in case, the next morning, her body was dug out of the rubble, beside her two children, one holding a shell in his hand.



1988


Bombs fell in Tehran and people died. The war lasted eight years, the scars of which would stay forever. Around 600,000 people lost their lives during those years. At the time, I could not comprehend that our usual sights and sounds, my usual toys and songs, were anything but.


When I was seven, we left our first home. The war had ended. Baba was back for good. He smiled less, and he prayed more. He had become more short-tempered. What had he seen during those years?


The country entered a long phase of recovery and rebuilding. The murals of the martyrs on the city walls, and their names on streets, buildings, and universities, were constant reminders of our debt to the regime, to what it stood for. The war gave birth to a new entity: the Revolutionary Guard, the religious armed force which kept the country together. With the unparalleled and uninhibited power it possessed, the Revolutionary Guard planted a seed in every organization, every infrastructure. It had the sharia stamp on it, rendering it untouchable and unquestionable.


Sharia’s grip on the republic became tighter. Almost all politicians were now religious clerics, a true merging of religion and politics. Khomeini was the holiest of them all. Often on TV, he was shown in his home, sitting on the floor to greet world leaders, or walking in his backyard in slow motion in simple clothes and slippers, hunched, hands behind his back. He would smile at the camera. That is, his lips formed a smile; his eyes always remained rigid. A father to the nation. My mother, along many others, watched this humble religious leader and worshipped him. Every time his name was heard, we had to send three blessings in Arabic to the Prophet Mohammed and his family. I got anxious if I accidentally heard the name, lest I forgot to do the three prayers and incurred Allah’s wrath.


A few pictures of Ayatollah Khomeini decorated our walls. One large portrait hung on our living-room wall, with those serious eyes staring, watching over us. His gaze pierced through me, making me feel defenceless, vulnerable. His name had the prefix “Imam”. Not saying “Imam” before his name was not just rude, it was an unwritten sin.


Baba had made friends during his war days. He’d begun climbing up the ladder the Islamic regime had created for the most devoted: war veteran, beard, and connections were the way in.


We had moved to an apartment in a big white block of flats standing ten storeys tall. My little brother Sina was born there: probably an accident, but nevertheless the most spoiled child. I lost my precious spot as the youngest.


And then, there was the boy next door.


There is always a boy next door.


My memory of him is a blur, his face a halo, his edges soft, his voice an echo.


Being close to him was guilt free. When he hugged me, I let him. I closed my eyes and pressed my head against his chest, soft like a feather, the warmth of his embrace seeping into my belly. I got jealous if he played with Saman. I longed for his touch every day.


The corner of a frame tears through this memory.


A golden frame, the picture of Imam Khomeini sitting within.


The message is as sharp as the look, unlike the softness of the next-door boy’s hug. The stern look mutes the gentle echoes in a flash.


Under the Islamic banner erected by the holy Ayatollah, there was no place for those feelings.


Punished. Executed. Hanged from a crane.


September 1996, eight years later


The tall, slim figure was about to go inside the building,


“Mr…” I called.


When he turned, his clean-shaven face wrinkled, displaying that warm smile, as always. “Oh, Majid, hello.”


The chemistry teacher greeted pupils every time as if he hadn’t seen us for ages. His gentle manner and soft voice only added to an endearing personality.


“Sorry to bother you; I just wanted to give you this,” I said, blushing, as I handed him the neatly wrapped book.


He looked at it quizzically before saying, “Oh dear. Thank you. What is this for?”


“It’s…It’s nothing. I’m leaving this school, and I just…just wanted to say thank you.”


I stood there, hands behind me, staring as he carefully unwrapped the gift.


He gasped when he saw the title, Old Tehran Pictures. “This is so sweet and kind of you. You have gone to the trouble of buying me this? Oh dear.”


Overwhelmed by his reaction, I was suddenly engulfed with guilt. The trouble I went to.


“No, no. It was no trouble at all. The book was sitting on our bookshelf and no one read it.”


Silence followed. I looked side to side for an escape. He kept his eyes on the cover for a while, then cleared his throat.


“Oh, OK. Well, thank you. It is beautiful, I’m sure. I…I need to go to the office, now. Well, good luck, wherever you go.” He whispered another “oh dear” as he walked away.


I kept the grin on, ears hot, cheeks red. He was the only good memory I was going to keep—his kindness.


As he disappeared into the building, I noticed someone standing at the entrance: the school principal. His raven-black beard was neatly cut to show the corners of that angular jaw, and his eyes, deep like a bottomless well, serious and sharp, stared at me. His face was rigid, as if he’d seen Medusa. I held his gaze for a second. The look could no longer burn into my head, not like before.


No more fear. Damage done, I was leaving.


I knew then that I would never forget him, an unrelenting shadow cast over my life, one that would take years to shake off.


I was fifteen.


After what I had been through, a new phase of my life was beginning. I was planning to bury it all, as if the last year had never happened.


Two weeks later, in my new school, I found my seat at a shared desk. As I shuffled myself on to the wooden bench, I did not look at the boy next to me, until a hand came into my vision.


“Hi, I’m Ali.”


I turned my head, shaking his hand, hesitant. My first thought: A kind smile. “Hi!”


1988, back to childhood


I was growing up in the heavy shadow of the sharia.


Maman taught us Islam’s principles, the sins, halals, and harams. The sins were age appropriate: lying, stealing, wasting food, or touching the Quran without a vodhu. At seven, I learned not to get on Allah’s angry side. You’d have to be out of your mind not to fear him. The sin I particularly feared was wasting salt.


“If you waste salt, in the afterlife you will be made to pick up each grain with your eye lashes.”


I tried to imagine it: on all fours, face stuck to the floor, blinking methodically to try to pick up a grain of salt. It was frightening. I still don’t know why Allah is fascinated with salt in particular. As I got older, the list became longer, and the retributions more ominous.


I mirrored Maman when she prayed. I’d put a chador on, to feel what she felt: that intimate warmth of faith. I’d fold the cloth on the sides of my cheeks, the way she did, and check myself in the mirror. No hair visible. Perfect.


She would tut and laugh. Then she would sit me down next to her on the prayer mat as she read the holy book, still sorrowful, still with a tissue scrunched up in her hand. I wondered what the words meant. I was jealous. I wanted to learn.


Baba would often have friends over, sitting in a separate room on the floor, chatting. One had a calloused forehead, a thicker beard than Baba, and smelt as if he showered with rose water. He always patted mine and Saman’s heads, saying, “Masha’Allah, you are growing fast.” I’d blush and Saman would pull away. I could tell he was an important person.


Later, I would go to our building’s common grounds and play with the next-door boy, trying to ditch Saman so I could have him to myself. He was only a few years older than me. His mum wore her scarf loose, showing her golden dyed hair, and she wore red lipsticks. In their flat, there were no pictures of Imam Khomeini, but instead they had paintings and decorative ornaments. It even smelt different—unfamiliar, sweet, wrong. It defined him: the boy next door, from an alien life, evoking an alien feeling within. The sparks of an unholy battle to come were beginning to flicker.


We did not stay in that flat for long. When I turned eight, we moved again, into a newly built apartment where I spent the next twenty years.


What a twenty years it would be.










The Good Muslim



1988


Our new flat in Tehran was perfect. I fondly remember every corner of it. Baba and his rose-water-smelling friend from the war partnered up to build the place. He was to become our upstairs neighbour.


Located in a quiet, narrow street, it had a quirky and charming feel to it. The long yellow brick building stretched along the street, bending with its curves, giving the illusion that it was bigger than its actual size. We owned the first floor. Once inside our apartment, to the left were eight white marble steps up, leading to a living room, and to the right, through another door, was the rest: kitchen, TV room, and three bedrooms. The separate living room proved useful on many occasions later. We had a small communal backyard with a flower bed in the middle. Saman, being the eldest and entitled to independence, as he put it, got a bedroom to himself, and I shared with Sina. Our bedroom overlooked the backyard, away from the street.


Pictures of the Ayatollah went up on a few walls, Quran verses printed and framed on others. In the TV room, a big bookshelf dedicated to religious books—including a few Qurans, in various sizes, fonts, and colours—filled one wall. Our old TV sat on a table, showing state TV’s two channels: the source of our entertainment. There were no chairs or sofas, but large kilim cushions with a traditional carpet design on them leaned up against the walls. The stone floor was covered with big carpets, wall to wall. Food was served on a sofreh on the floor, and we sat around it. Most of life happened in that room.


Our local mosque was about ten minutes’ walk from home. Prayer calls, the azaan, could be heard three times a day, and every so often we offered prayers there. Inside, the sour smell of socks and feet, mixed with a rose-water scent, was our welcome to Allah’s house; the eye-watering combination was a hallmark of any religious gathering or speech.


June 1989, around six a.m.


This memory began with a ring.


Ring, ring, ring.


It took me a while to realize I was not still dreaming.


Whispers in the TV room. I kept still and held my breath to make out the voices. It was impossible. I needed to see.


Sina was still in a deep sleep. I tiptoed past him and peeked through the ajar bedroom door.


A night light was plugged in, and in its faint glow I could see Maman sitting on a prayer mat surrounded by shadows that made the room look distorted. And there was that noise. A hiss—uninterrupted, loud, ominous. I stepped out.


She was in her prayer chador, a tissue crumpled in her hand. There was no Quran open in front of her. Instead, the phone receiver was next to her on the floor, screaming that dead tone.


She cried quietly.


I had not seen her cry before, ever. Not like this. Occasional tears here and there at a religious mourning ceremony, perhaps—but this was a different cry altogether. It reeked of sorrow and pain. As if my stomach had expanded into my chest, my breath struggled to get out.


She looked up. Whether it was the low light or the long limbs of shadows embracing her, I could not read that look. Suddenly rediscovering her surroundings, she patted the floor for the source of the constant beep, found the receiver with a trembling hand, and put it back on the base. She looked at me again and gave a quivering smile.


I stared down at my toes, ashamed that I had seen her like that.


“Majid, come.”


Her voice came through broken vocal cords. I sat quietly by her side on the prayer mat and looked at her face again.


“Imam Khomeini has died,” she said, putting her hand on my head.


The Grand Ayatollah, dead.


My chest heaved.


“Where…where is Baba?”


“At the mosque with the upstairs neighbour.” She sniffed and swallowed. “He called. They announced it after the morning prayer there.” She broke into sobs again.


I watched her, bewildered and distraught. How I wished she would stop crying. I wished Baba was home and not at the mosque.


I sat with her as she prayed. The shadows danced around her as she moved, taunting her with their long legs until the light of day pushed through and Baba was back.


“Go to bed, Majid. It’s OK,” she said, composing herself.


I rubbed my eyes. “But I want to stay,” I said, with a yawn.


She patted my back. “Bed, now; schools will be closed today.”


I looked at my father, who was sitting on a chair at our kitchen counter, bent, elbows on knees and head down. The authoritative man I knew looked vulnerable and broken.


I climbed back into bed. I could hear incomprehensible whispers from my parents’ bedroom: words of comfort. I stared at the ceiling, tears streaming down my cheeks. The death of the Ayatollah was truly like losing a father.


The funeral was one to be remembered. Allah himself would have taken tips for Judgement Day. We and our neighbour attended for a short period; then, before hell broke loose, came home and followed the rest on TV.


Millions of mourners wearing black crammed together. The sun whipped the crowd with its midday blaze, lash after lash. Dust rose to the sky as they marched. Many had mud smeared on their faces. They hit their heads with both hands and thumped their chests. Their screams and wails merged into a loud incomprehensible shriek. The crowd moved as one entity, a turbulent sea of black, with random waves pushing and pulling. Huge water pumps sprayed the crowd, the water evaporating instantly.


When the coffin was taken to be buried, it was swallowed by the sea of grief-possessed mourners. We gasped as we saw Khomeini’s body, wrapped in a white cloth, falling out of the coffin, his dead face bare. It was eventually recovered again by the Revolutionary Guard and taken away by helicopter. A few people died in the stampede.


The burial was deferred by three days and his body put in a glass box on a raised stand, on display. The enormous mourning crowd surrounding it did not shrink at any point.


I was genuinely upset at the death of the father of the revolution. That some people were celebrating his death would have never crossed my mind, not for a second.


The Ayatollah’s pictures in our home were adorned with a black band from then on. His death made him holier. His grave turned into a shrine, a pilgrimage site, with a huge golden dome and four minarets surrounding it. Yet another divine spot where prayers and foot odour mingled.


If memories had colours, this one would be grey. It pours in from the corners of my vision to coat everything. It was everywhere I turned my head.


I poked my finger through the hole in my trousers, torn when I fell a few minutes earlier. Still grey. No blood. Just a scratch. Phew, I thought. I can still pray.


I looked around the grey asphalt school grounds from where I sat in a corner; students were coming out of the school building towards the shared basin, where a long line of steel taps twinkled in the bright sun.


I had rushed to be the first for vodhu and had tripped just before getting there. The caretaker, in his usual worn-out grey suit, had been sitting on the upturned bucket he was supposed to use to mop, his favourite spot. He’d seen me trip and only watched. His smirk pushed up the corners of his bushy moustache, which was home to an ecosystem of crumbs and whatnot. The creases on his forehead were so deep, I wondered what was hidden in them.


The final “Allahu Akbar,” Allah is the greatest, echoed out in a muffled nasal tone from the grey cone-shaped speaker. Time to move. Azaan was finished and I was going to be late for the prayer.


It was compulsory to attend midday group prayers at school.


I took my shoes and socks off and shoved the socks in my pockets, one in each. The back of my shoe poked into my heel as I slipped it back on and tiptoed awkwardly towards the taps, trying my best to avoid any further eye contact with the caretaker.


The prayer room was on the top floor. Water still dripping from my arms, I rushed up the grey stone stairs, pushed the shoes off, and walked in on the soft carpet barefoot, pockets bulging with balled-up socks. I found myself a spot at the end of a row and sat. Then I breathed. I was on time.


Our Islam teacher was leading the prayer. I could see the back of his head in front of the neat rows of students and teachers. The only person facing us was the guide, another student, who had the coveted job of reciting Arabic instructions, like a conductor. He was intently looking at the lead’s lips. It was only when he recited a specific line that we were allowed to join in the group prayer. The speakers hissed with a distorted deafening beep as the overenthusiastic student tried his best singing voice. We all stood up.


With an Arabic phrase for each move, along the lines of “Allah is great, blessings,” we bent and repeated prayers. As I got on my knees to put my forehead on the prayer stone, the graze on my knee scraped on the carpet and I flinched, but was careful not to turn my head or I would have broken my prayer. The squished spot at the end of the row meant, every time I prostrated, my hair was caressed by the toes of the person in front me. At the same time, my nostrils were assaulted by the sharpness of their smell. To endure it was another test by Allah, I kept telling myself. Focus on the prayer.


When it was my turn to be the guide, I was both nervous and thrilled. The responsibility of all the pupils’ prayers rested on my shoulders. Were I to mispronounce an instruction, or—God forbid—forget one, all of their prayers would be ruined. I would have to ask for a lot of forgiveness. Our old caretaker, with his crumbs and creases, joined us that day. When I finished successfully, even he gave me a nod of approval. Maman will be so proud, I thought.


My grey-tinted memory is not just that one day, but many of them, blended together, one after the other. Cleanse, pray, conduct, repeat. My faith was becoming my identity. The sharia lessons continued after school as our way of life.


Full immersion.


Oh, and there were lessons, too: maths, geography, history, and Quran. The holy book didn’t only have a class, it had its own competition, which I entered aged nine.


To be in with a chance of winning, I had to memorize the thirtieth chapter of the Quran, and I worked harder for that competition than I had for any other lesson. Maman beamed with pride. She sat with me for hours, correcting my pronunciations, helping me to practise my memorized verses. When Baba’s friend saw me practising one day, he even nodded and whispered another “Masha’Allah,” God has willed it.


But we needed a divine guarantee. I needed to pray for my success in the holiest of places. The city of Qom is home to one of the most important mausoleums in Iran—second only to Mashhad, where the Prophet’s great-great-grandson was buried. We generally made annual trips to one or the other, but this time we made an unplanned trip to Qom just for me. Praying close to this heavenly source would not be ignored by Allah, and I needed his attention for my competition.


In Qom, I entered the main building of the shrine—someone related to a Shia Imam; I was not sure of the connection, and that was irrelevant, anyway—and I was overwhelmed with its grandeur, its holiness, and the condensed air. The doors were so tall, it felt like I was about to enter a giant’s house.


I put my palms on the polished surface of the door. The coolness of it tingled my hands. I looked at my reflection as my breath misted the surface: big glasses, blushed cheeks, and black hair, which I had meticulously combed that morning, spending too much time in front of the mirror. I liked to imagine my hair was as long as Maman’s and brush the pretend hair all the way down to my shoulders. It made me giggle.


A shove, and I came back to reality. A man gave me an angry look as he passed.


OK, here we go. Like everyone else, I kissed the ornamented door before walking in.


The vaulted ceiling inside the golden dome was decorated with mirrors and colourful tiles, all reflecting light from an enormous chandelier in the middle. And there it was: directly below the chandelier, the silver cage-like structure of the zarih, surrounding the grave. I was certain I could see light emanating from inside. The murmurs of worshippers bounced back from the walls.


Maman had gone to the women’s side with Sina, who was young enough to be allowed in with her. I found Baba a few steps ahead and ran to hold his hand. Saman was sitting in the courtyard outside, on the ledge next to the water fountain where men cleansed themselves before they entered. At fifteen, disinterest in almost everything was becoming his thing.


I got myself to the zarih in the centre and clung tightly to the shiny lattice structure. Through the holes, I could see a deep green drape covering the tombstone, and a smaller chandelier with dimmed green lights was lit above it. I closed my eyes and whispered an Arabic prayer, and then, in Farsi, I begged Allah to help me win the Quran competition. I kissed the cold metal and joined Baba to offer prayers.


Winning the prize, another Quran in a shiny cover, was my greatest achievement to date. Prayers had worked. Maman was right. I knew then that, if I wanted anything, I had to go to Qom or Mashhad.


My mother told me the real prize would be given in the afterlife.


I wanted the real prize.


To cry, to mourn, and to grieve was promoted in the sharia I learned growing up. During my childhood, any happy event or party, even if it was for a religious reason, was associated with an inherent sense of guilt. Shia Islam’s mournful history did not leave much room for celebrations.


The biggest and by far the most important example of this history is the tragedy of Ashura: the story of the Prophet’s grandson. It falls on the tenth day of Muharram, first of the Islamic months. The Islamic calendar overlaps with the Persian one, dotting it with religious events, the purpose of which is higher than any date display. It helped us navigate our way to heaven. The religious events—Ramadan, Muharram, Haj, birth or death of this or that Shia Imam—always took precedence over the Persian events. Sharia always won.


In Muharram, no weddings are held or allowed for two months, and music is banned. TV channels become dominated by gloomy religious talks about the event.


1990, Ashura mourning day


My brothers argued over space next to me on the back seat. Maman, in her black chador, sat in front, tutting. My nose stuck to our car window; I felt it vibrate with each drum stroke.


BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.


I had started the day grumpy. I was nine.


“Get up.” Baba’s stern voice had left no room for argument.


Annoyed, my sleepy eyes had found the clock: six a.m.


“What? Why?” I’d said, with a moany voice.


“You know why. No time for games. Get your black shirt…Hurry up.”


Ashura: the one holiday on which we were not allowed to sleep in or enjoy ourselves. Like a religious pub crawl, we were going to go from one mourning ceremony and speech to another, wearing black. This routine was repeated yearly, devotedly. The first majlis kicked off at seven a.m. and served breakfast. A majlis could be held anywhere—a mosque or someone’s house. The itinerary was always the same: a religious preacher, followed by recitals of the tragedy and chest thumping. This one was at a big house belonging to another wartime acquaintance of Baba, now a minister.


BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.


I ignored Saman’s elbow poking into my back as my brothers continued to wrestle. I was transfixed by the mourning carnival. They took place all around the city, closing the main roads. The one we were passing was large, with huge drums, and speakers playing loud musical recitations of the event.


Following the drums and cymbals, men of all ages were self-flagellating synchronously, flicking bunches of short chains against their shoulders, and behind them walked a long trail of mourners, thumping their chests together in time with the drums. It was like a dramatic mourning dance. I had done it before, but not in a procession as big as that one. It even distracted my brothers, who began imitating the chest thumps as they watched.


When we arrived at the first majlis, Maman went to the women’s section, setting a time to meet us outside for the next one.


Breakfast was being served in the front yard. A long thin plastic sheet was spread on the floor and people were sitting around it, deep in conversation. A man walked the length of the plastic sheet, carrying a huge copper teapot in one hand and plastic cups in the other. When he stopped in front of us, I noticed his feet first, the hole in his sock, over his big toe. The sour smell of foot odour was mixed with the sweet tea aroma. I took a cup from him, and he poured the drink, the thin plastic offering little protection against the scalding liquid. Next, a barefoot boy served assorted cheese and bread on a plastic plate. I placed the plate and my cup where he had stood a second ago and ate my bread and cheese with tea. A moment later, Baba got to his feet, signalling that time was up. We followed him inside.


We passed the mourners one by one, careful not to stumble over them. Some looked up with bloodshot eyes, others had their faces buried in their hands, crying or asleep, it was hard to tell. The air was heavy with the familiar smell of rose-water spray and feet. We found a corner and sat on the floor. I gave an apologetic smile to the sweaty man next to me who I had accidentally kicked. He grunted like a walrus disturbed while sunbathing and looked away.


The story of the martyrs of Ashura was being retold by the preacher behind the microphone, as it was every year. The gory tale was meant to move us, make us cry, and the tears shed to open the gates of heaven. I should have known the story by heart by then, but somehow every year a new detail, a new anecdote, and a new tragedy was added.


I concentrated hard on the speech, desperate to get a tear out. I tried my best to imagine the scene: thirsty men in the desert, a newborn shot in the throat, heads on spikes, men with both arms and both legs chopped off, but still fighting (was that even possible?). I had to make it happen. The man next to me was now shouting, sobbing, and hitting himself in the head. The walrus had awoken. Perhaps he really did feel the pain and agony of what happened on that day a thousand years ago, even after the millionth time of hearing it. He was going to make it to heaven, and I did not want to be left behind. I was beginning to fear I was not pure enough.


Cry, damn it—cry!


When a drop finally formed in the corner of my eye, I had to try hard to disguise my joy. I was going to make those tear ducts work harder.


A majlis usually ended with the mullah reciting prayers into the microphone and the crowd shouting back, “Amen.” We begged Allah for the “triumph of Muslims over heretics,” the “reappearance of our saviour and deliverance by Mahdi: the twelfth Shia Imam, the saviour in hiding,” the “downfall of America and Israel,” and a few other chants. By then, the angels had descended and were mourning with us, purity being at its maximum. Prayers would be answered.


After my last loud “Amen,” I followed Baba out. Everyone was now chatty and smiling, as if a show was over, heaven tickets booked and guaranteed. We were going to the next one for more tears.


I was going to be a good Muslim.


Did I know that, some fifteen years from then, my Ashura would look as different as it did?


Those memories will come.










Love Letter to the Sharia



1996


“What time will you come over, then?” Ali puffed into the phone.


“I’ll offer my prayers and head over—say, twenty minutes?” I imagined him rolling his eyes.


“Fine, I’ll do the same.”


I hung up and quickly splashed my face and arms with water and wiped my head from crown to hairline—vodhu, ready for prayer. Becoming fifteen meant I could not skip prayers anymore. I couldn’t do a lot of things. If I saw a glimpse of our upstairs neighbour’s hair, an inherent feeling of remorse would descend on me. The punishment she was destined for was worse; women who didn’t cover their hair in front of men would be hung from their hair in hell for eternity. No more looking, no more touching: all haram.


Ali had a religious upbringing too, although his family was more liberal than mine. I finished praying in Arabic as quickly as possible, got dressed, and went into Maman’s bedroom. She was brushing her hair, sitting on her bed. The constant pressure of a cloth on her big hair had flattened the Afro over the years. A prayer mat was open on the floor next to the bed, like always; I suppose there was no point folding it and putting it away. She looked at me inquisitively. My mother’s eyes always said more than her lips. Since last year, whenever she saw me going out, I could tell there was a tension, a strain in her look. She had to be careful.


“Where are you off to?”


“Ali’s. I’ve told you.”


The eyes softened instantly. “Oh, yes. Say hi to his mother,” she said with a smile.


Ali’s dad had known my father for over ten years. They were safe.


Six months in. New school. New beginning.


A chance to change.


Later that night, after we finished the film, Ali lay on his bed, looking at the ceiling. “You know, you don’t talk much about last year. Why did you change school?” he asked. His voice was soft, like his personality.


I leaned back on his computer wheelie chair and stretched my neck to relieve the uncomfortable tingle creeping up under my skin. “Does it matter? It was a shit school, anyway.”


“No, it doesn’t. It’s just…don’t you miss your old friends?”


Friends, I thought. Unintentionally, I gritted my teeth. “Nah, didn’t get that close to anyone.”


“Really? A whole year, without a friend?”


My eyes began to sting. A memory flashed before them, of him. I closed my eyes and breathed out. “That’s right. I told you, it was shit.”


Ali held his hands up, now sitting on the bed. “OK, OK. Whatever.”


Ali was gentle, docile, and he had principles. Everything he did was scripted. He always looked out for others, earning the nickname “holy father” at school, which he secretly enjoyed. His round face, permanently blushed cheeks and chubby physique complemented his personality: a cuddly bear one would feel safe with.


I regretted my harsh tone instantly. “Sorry. I know how you and Saam have been friends for years. It just didn’t happen for me.”


Saam was my other new friend. Together, we formed a trio I felt happy, innocent, and safe within.


Ali smiled. “Which reminds me, you should stop laughing when Saam’s teasing and tormenting others. He loves it when he has an audience.”


“I know. But it was funny, last time.” I grinned at the memory. “Even you were laughing, holy father.”


Ali’s lips trembled as he fought back his giggles.


Saam was a large boy with a plump face and a wicked sense of humour—not an entirely appropriate one, but nonetheless funny. His eyes had this twinkle when he was up to no good. He laughed at his own jokes till his face was red and his eyes wet. He was loud: the opposite of Ali. The holy father was in a constant battle to stop Saam teasing other kids at school, tutting at every outrageous comment he made.
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