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Hassan is my name.  Hassan Azim Nassiri. 

You won't forget my name.  You won't forget me.  

I was, I am, I will be.

I am living here in this country since fall of the Shah if you remember.  I live with my wife Samira and two daughters.  People they say, here he is with his two little girls.  I show them off, one in each hand.  This is Fayruz, this one is Leila.  

"Come on, Fayruz.  Come and see what else I have got for you."  She is ten today.  The age when children have faces most beautiful, not babies any more, not vacancy of adolescence.  

"Is it up here?" she say, opening all the doors to our seven bedrooms.  She is so sweet, so pretty.  With mischief.  That laugh of hers.  Everyone love her.  "Is it downstairs?"  She is like her cat, Pilau, as she pads down the stairs, looking this way and that, checking the great oil paintings of all four of us, to see if another one has been hung in the night.  Now she flits through our Haywards Heath house, she is nearly in flight like the painted birds on the vases.  She make the rugs on the walls flutter, even the heavy crimson curtains in the Persian Room sway in her breeze.  There she goes, through the Mosaic Room, all its red and gold glinting, little chunks of jewel, beautiful in the October sunshine.  Now through into the Gold Room with its velvet curtains, draped across the walls, gold treasures and gilt frames everywhere.  And on into her special Turquoise Room where she twirls like the fishes that swim in here.  

Off she goes.  Watch her now, swinging round one of the marble pillars that is surrounding our indoor swimming pool.  "I know, Daddy.  It's outside."  

"You are very warm now." She is taking my hand as I lead her through the garden, past the greenhouse where the lemons and grapes grow, over to the area that has been off-limits since Ali and his family prepare it for this day.  "Close your eyes," I say as we pass through the arch.  

"There.  Now you can open them."

She is awestruck.  

Oh, it is the rest of the garden in miniature, let me tell you.  Every flower and fruit you can imagine, fig tree, roses like you've gone to heaven, there is fountain to sprinkle yourself cool.  Statues, fish.  There is peacocks, just like Hassan, bright feathers on display.  You hear them miaowing.  Always they miaow, it is sad sound.  Not sad, piercing.  Haunting.  Yes, that is the word.  

"Now you have your own little birthday garden, sweet Fayruz."  

I buy her everything, my princess, the whole world.  And in the summer there will be butterflies.  She love the butterflies.  She know her Red Admiral from her Painted Lady.  

"Come on, Fayruz.  Let us get this birthday on the road.  Where you want to go, my princess?"  

"Remember last year we went up in the jet?"

Oh, do I remember!  We were so happy, like two birds on the wing.  Fayruz did not want to come down.  Is this like heaven, Daddy? 

Oh yes, better than heaven.  

"You want to do that again?  You choose.  It is your special day."

"Can we go to the sea, Daddy?" 

You see?  She always say, Can we go?  Whereas Leila say, I want to go.

So now here we are, all heading for the south coast in the middle of October, but it is beautiful sunny day really, like summer.  The sun always shine on Fayruz birthday.  We head for the sea in the silver Merc.  Oh, Hassan have more than one of everything, let me tell you.  You should see his cars.  Mercs, one silver, two black, one of them convertible for the sunshine.  Top of the range.  Pink Rolls Royce, fit for a king.  Pink, yes, when Hassan is so inclined.  I drive around town, you know, my silver lady on the bonnet, and heads turn, people treat Hassan like royalty.  I see Lars with his long, smoky hair - I say, Come over, Lars, do my chart today.  Tell me where my planets are placed.  Then I drive off, eccentric like a king, except kings are chauffeur-driven. But, anyway, if you do see a streak of pink burning the rubber, you will know it is Hassan.  Other moody days, I drive the black Merc with tinted windows, wearing the shades over my eyes, all shut in where no one can touch me.  

"Look!  Your club, Daddy!"  Oh yes, they know all the landmarks as we zizz along.  There is indeed my nightclub - Oasis - halfway between Haywards Heath and Brighton.  You know the one, where you play songs from my hero, Prince.  Oh, I love Prince, maybe I should have a symbol in place of my name, too.  Prince is beautiful and colourful and mysterious.  Hassan is more solid, like a house.  Hassan has beautiful hooded lids over his sultry eyes, you say.  Hassan has gold skin.  See it drip from his fingers, his wrist.  Everything Hassan touch, it turn to gold.

"Daddy, how many places do you own?"  

"Lots and lots.  I have more than one of everything."  

Samira she smiles.  Except wives.  I have only one of these.  A stunning woman, well-dressed, hair curly.  Eyes tilting down.  Fayruz has these eyes.  Leila has her mother's curls.

Leila is looking at the map as we drive towards the sea.  Forget the map, I get there by instinct.  Watch me toss it out of the window.  It flies off and catches on a bush, making the children giggle.  Just behind those roofs there is sea, I know it.  Look at all the light, the space growing between the bungalows.  We park, there is golf course.  Always there is the golf course by the sea.

"You remember that summer, Fayruz?  When we live by the sea?"

"A little bit.  How old was I?"

"Four or five."

"I remember it," Leila say.  

"I don't think so," I say.  "You were only two or three."

"Yes I do," she says, but she only knows from us talking about it since.  Power of suggestion.  "Mummy, I do remember."

We are walking on the beach.  Samira is down by the tide collecting pebbles with Leila.  "Fancy a swim?" I say to Fayruz.  "It is warm enough."  In spite of our swimming pools she does not swim yet, so I teach her.  She is getting the hang without the floats, you see her desperate to do it.  Her friends can do it, she wants to be like them, of course she does.  She shriek with pleasure, wet wedge of hair sticking to her chest and back.  We jump up and down in the water together, she splash me, I splash her, she giggles.  

"Daddy," she say now, all serious.  "Portia's got a boat.  On a canal."

"I know."  Of course I know.  Portia's father is my friend, living near us in Haywards Heath.  He is skilful artist, Tony Tobias.  Some of his work is hanging in my private gallery.  Hassan he support the art and the artist, taking a fair commission on the sales. "Maybe next spring, my princess.  Maybe you will be able to go away on the boat with them."

"Yes."  She is so full of the birthday glow.  Too excited.  In danger of going over board, but it is her special day.

We leave the sea.  The sand it is sticking to our feet.  Samira hands us the towels.  

"Look at my pebbles, Daddy."  Leila pulls out a handful from her sock, I wipe my eyes, sea streaming from me.  The pebbles of Leila's have veins running through them, like the marble pillars back at our home.  

"It's like mousse," she say. 

"Yeah, or rippled ice-cream," Fayruz say.  

In my mind's eye, already I have a home for these pebbles, rippled with summer fruits.  "They will look nice in your birthday garden, Fayruz.  In the pond there." 

Leila she pile the pebbles back inside her sock, till the sock hangs right down.  She swing it, and say, "I could hurt someone with this."  You have to ignore it when she say things like that.  You wouldn't think she is eight.  She is such a prima donna, wanting her own way.  She inherit the black mood.  My Uncle Kassim he gets the black mood.  Sometimes, Hassan is missing his relatives and spices and smells of Persia, the swish of a gecko, a turtle floating in the water.  Sometimes there it is, a smell of home, and he is feeling sad.  But Fayruz she took that dark away from people.  She brings laughter to my life, sunshine.  

Listen to her singing, Swing lo, Sweet Chariot, as we drive home.  Thinking about, I 

know what, all her birthday presents in a sacred pile in her room.  Her necklaces, silk dress, CD's, Turkish Delight, everything.  She will leave them there a few days, so she can look at them.  There is magic and power in that pile, I know.  Once you scatter them, it dissipate the alchemy.  

I know.  

Hassan is my name.  Hassan Azim Nassiri.  You won't forget Hassan.

He was. 

He is. 

He will be. 
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Leila.  I am Leila.  See me in front of my mirror.  See Leila in her pink dress, doing her face up.  Princess Leila.  How does this look?  How does that look?  Fayruz, you stole my necklace, my jade necklace!  It's not in my pile of necklaces, all in a knot, like a lot of angry snakes.  I can't unravel them, I can't.  It makes me angry and impatient and I want my jade anyway.  My jade which I keep apart in a black leather box with a hinged lid and a fleur-de-lis embossed in gold.  My box is lined with red velvet, but inside it's empty.  No jade!  I'll pull it off her neck.  I will!

"Give it me back!  Give it me back!"

"I haven't got it."  She shows me her empty hands.  

I hate her, I hate her!  She is always older than me.  She will reach every age first.  She is ten and a half, I am eight and three quarters.  When I am ten, she will be twelve.  I will never catch up with you, Fayruz.  I will always be the baby.  Even when I'm thirty.  Even when I'm fifty.  

Daddy says Fayruz is mischievous.  She's got dimples and twinkly eyes and a catchy laugh.  Fayruz says, "Mummy there's someone on the phone for you," and when Mummy picks it up there's nobody there.  Fayruz giggles so Mummy giggles.  Daddy says Fayruz is creative.  She dances and she sings and she tells little stories and she can do the accents when she speaks languages, like Mummy can.  She is Daddy's favourite.  My friend Portia says her Mummy and Daddy don't have favourites.  When I told Daddy what Portia said he got cross.  He said she doesn't know anything.  He said he loves jasmine tea, but peach tea is his favourite, so what?  

I'm going for Fayruz's pocket because I think the jade is hidden in there.  She tries to stop me by holding my arms down by my sides.  I put my head down and bite her hard in the arm.  She yelps, and pinches me back.  I haven't done that for ages, but I used to do it all the time when I was little, Mummy and Daddy said.  Daddy comes by.  He heard a noise, and we're like little angels, like butter wouldn't melt in our mouths, but as soon as he's gone I'm hissing at Fayruz and putting my hands on my hips and then I fold my arms and march out.

When I get to my room I put my head down on my dressing table and weep.  I want my jade!  I hate Fayruz!  It isn't fair!  I wish she was dead.  I am Leila!  Leila sobbing into her arm for ten minutes, then Leila lifting her head and leaning on her elbow, catching the snotty tears with her tongue and she's staring right through her chessboard.  

I am Leila!  I was!  I am!  I will be!  

I can see the chess pieces in the corner of my eye.  There's a tiny scrunchie round the neck of the black queen.  But it was too big for the queen until I wrapped it round her neck twice.  My scrunchie is dark green velvet, like moss, and on her crown I've stuck a ring of sequins, so it sparkles like a real crown.  And I've stuck silver glitter on the black king's cross thing and red glitter on the white king.  I learnt to play chess when I was still six and so Mummy and Daddy bought me this set for my seventh birthday.  I played it all day and drove everyone crackers asking if they wanted a game.  I always beat Fayruz.  She's no good at planning or keeping a lot of moves in her head.  Mummy always beat me at first.  I cried when I kept losing.  "Well, you wouldn't want me to lose on purpose, would you, Leila?" she said.  "You wouldn't feel you'd achieved anything."  Then I beat her!  It took me a few months, but I did it!  More than once.  Mummy says I've got a strong will.  I've never beaten Daddy though, but I will.  "Leila is clever," Daddy says.  I've now progressed from that chess set.  My best one has a mosaic edge and expensive wood pieces.  Daddy has some exotic chess sets with themes like Camelot or Ancient Egypt.  

"Don't cry, Leila."  Fayruz is bending over me and showering me with kisses. "Tears are for sharing, Mummy says." 

I can see the jade dangling from her fingers. "I only hid your jade because you took my amber." 

"Can I keep your amber, Fayruz?"

"Only if I can keep your jade."

Daddy bought us those necklaces in Malta.  He always buys us little presents when he goes abroad.  Like necklaces or a box of sweets.  He always buys us the same thing but in a different colour or two perfumes with a different scent.  Or two Egyptian perfume bottles.  My perfume bottle is purple with gold rings and Fayruz's is blue.  They’re made out of glass, with a stopper shaped like a turret.  They're beautiful.  I love new presents.  They sparkle like sweet wrappers.  When Daddy comes home with our presents he always says, "Which hand do you want?"  He says we can swap with each other if we want to but we never do want to.  Well, not straight away.  But I am Leila, and Leila gets fed up with her presents and then she wants Fayruz's.  That's OK if Fayruz wants to swap but sometimes Fayruz says, "I like mine.  I don't want to swap with you, Leila.  The one I chose is the one I'm meant to have."

It's all right now with me and Fayruz.  We've got our arms tight round each other in front of the mirror.  She looks like both Mummy and Daddy people say.  I look more like Daddy, except for my hair.  She has more of Mummy's character and I have more of Daddy's.  Her hair is longer than mine with only a bit of a wave.  I was born with ringlets in my hair.  Fayruz is taller and a bit thinner.  She looks wrong when she doesn't smile.  She wears light colours and I wear bright colours, but sometimes Fayruz wears bright too.  She wears bright yellow or bright turquoise.  Daddy calls her his princess.  Princess Fayruz.  Princess Turquoise.  That's what her name means.  There is the Turquoise Room in our house.  It is magical with an aquarium filled with bright satiny fish all lit up in the room that's never dark.  If you go into the Turquoise Room after dark it's like watching an all-night wildlife video, it's beautiful.  All the furnishings in the Turquoise Room are the deep colour of the ocean.  It's got curtains with a sheen and a bead curtain that shimmers and looks like jewels from the sea and plush settees and a big chair that used to be Fayruz's throne until I made her abdicate her crown to me.  She didn't mind though.

"Tell me one of your stories, Fayruz."

She picks up my marble egg, the one Daddy once bought me.  It's called a worry egg.  If you stroke it and tip it in your hands, like Fayruz is doing, it's supposed to help relax you.  If you're a stressed businessman.  It's beautiful.  It's white with purple veins, like the pillars in our indoor swimming pool.  Like the rippled ice-cream pebbles I've brought back from the beaches.  

"Well, there was this egg," she says, "just like this one, only bigger."

"How big?"  

"About the size of a balloon.  Anyway, it was said to have a secret inside it but no one had ever opened it."

I'm lying back on my bed now with my hands behind my head, staring up at my elephant mobile. 

"Anyway, people in the village where the egg lived had been trying to break into it for centuries."

"I bet I know what's inside the egg."

"I bet you don't."

"I bet I do."

"You're spoiling the story."

"Sorry."

"Anyway, people had tried smashing their way in, they'd tried talking to the egg, praying, doing spells, but still the egg stayed closed."

Oh, here comes Pilau trotting into my bedroom and jumping onto my bed.  He's Fayruz's cat.  He climbs onto my belly and claws his way into a comfy position.  Ouch!  I wish he'd hurry up and settle down and tuck his paws under.  The eyes on his face go all slit as I stroke him.  He reminds me of a golden rice pudding and his ears are like the burnt bits of skin you get on top.  I love those bits, all nutmeggy.  Yum yum.

"Then one day this boy comes into the house where the egg is kept and says please sir can I roll the egg outside and the man says why and the boy says because it's getting all dusty inside and wants some fresh air.  Anyway, the man thought he was mad and said no but the boy kept on and said that he knew the egg wanted to be rolled outside."

"Oh Pilau.  Keep still."  He's shuffling around on my belly, making me want to go for a wee.  He's such a big, heavy cat.

"And so, anyway, the boy takes the egg outside and rolls it around.  He does this every day for a week and then one day he sees there's a little crack in the egg.  But only the boy sees it, no one else does.  The boy has made friends with the egg.  Then one day the man says, this is the last day you're taking out the egg.  You haven't been able to open it.  The boy is sad.  The egg is everything to him, he tells the egg all his secrets.  He says to the egg on his last day, don't let this be the last day I take you out. I know you're a magic egg and there's something special inside you.  And then the egg fell open and inside there was a pair of wings and the boy put them on and flew off and he's never been seen since."

"I knew that it was wings in there."

"I don't believe you!"  She pinches me in the ribs, and Pilau jumps off, nearly tripping Mummy up as she comes into my room. 

"Well now, girls," she says, clasping her hands together.  Her fingers always smell of the lovely oils from the aromatherapy she gives to her ladies.  "I've got a surprise for you."  Mummy is clever and beautiful and her English accent is nearly perfect, not like Daddy's.  "Tony and Kim have invited you both to stay on their narrowboat when your Daddy and I go away on our business trips at the end of the month."

"With Portia?  Oh wicked!"  Me and Fayruz jump like frogs on my bed, holding hands.  

"We're going away for half-term!  We're going away at the end of May!"
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Portia is sitting between us in the bow with her bag of Kettle Chips, which we're all dipping into.  Most of her hair's blowing back, but some strands keep getting caught in her mouth.  Her hair's like the white chocolate in the home-made chocolate shop.  She's got see-through blue eyes and see-through skin.  Sometimes, I wish I was white like her.  We like her because she's older and taller than us.  She is eleven.  And Fayruz likes her brother St John which you pronounce Sinjun.  He's fifteen.  I think he's stupid. I'm glad stupid St John isn't here on Epona with us, spoiling it for us this week.  He's gone somewhere else for half-term, camping or something.  If he was here he would just sit there.  He doesn't talk.  He just grunts like a pig.  He's got curly hair with darker chocolate bits mixed in with the white chocolate and see-through eyes as well.  Portia says he's kissed lots of girls and other things, which she whispers into Fayruz's ear by cupping her hand right round her mouth so that I can't hear.  Spending all this time on a boat with Portia makes me see all the bad bits about her, like the secrets she has with Fayruz and all the whispering and things.  Like Leila is too young to know!  Huh!  Portia talks to Fayruz in codes about white rock and things.  "I've had some of the white rock, Fayruz," she said just before.  She thinks I don't know what white rock is.  "I know what that is,” I said.  "What then, what then?" But I said, "I don't have to say."  Portia said to Fayruz, "she doesn't really know."  But I know it's tampons she's talking about.  Well, I think that's what it is but I won't say, just in case I'm wrong and they're talking about real white rock.  Portia will say it's real white rock.  She'll say that just to make a fool out of me.  I don't know why she's being so horrible.  

But I love being on the boat.  Epona is the grandest boat of all on the canal.  The queen boat, she is.  Well, on the outside, anyway.  I don't know what the other boats look like inside.  The paint on Epona is all shiny-new.  Some of the other boats look very dirty and the paint's chipping and there's mud splashed everywhere.  Epona is painted black with bits of red and polished brass air vents.  She's a six-berth boat.  Inside, there are lots of jugs and bowls and things painted black or dark green or red like a bus, with bright flower motifs.  "That's Dad's barge art," Portia said.  

"I want to do barge art, Mr Tobias," I said, and he said, "Call me Tony, please."

So I'm calling them Tony and Kim, sometimes, but it was hard at first.  Tony is the skipper.  He looks like one too with his beard and see-through blue eyes like Portia's.  He's got this sailory top.  It's got blue and white stripes with an anchor crest, and he takes hold of the tiller and says "Ahoy" and "Splice the main brace" and "Anchors Away". 

"The barge art is just a sideline," he said to us.  "The art I do in my studio is the real art."  I've seen his paintings in Daddy's private gallery and in Portia's house, which is the nearest house to ours.  They're great big abstracts which take up all the wall.  Daddy says it's modern art.  

Mrs Tobias - Kim - is musical.  They've got this room in their house with shined floorboards, you can nearly see your face in it, and there's a great big piano by the window.  There's nothing else in the room, except a couple of Mr Tobias's paintings.  The room is light, like it goes on forever, and they have flowers on top of the piano.  Their whole house is light.  Not like ours.  Ours looks dark with all our rich heavy things.  Well, not the Gold Room, nor the Turquoise Room which is like an ocean bubbling away with sea life, but even our light Chess Room isn't as light as their piano room.  

Mrs Tobias gives me extra flute lessons, though I will never play like Fayruz and Portia.  It sounds like birds singing when they play.  They have brought their flutes with them.  You should hear the sound floating across the water when they sit in the bow blowing tunes.

I've been really good since coming on holiday.  Before Mummy went off on her conference she told us to be good.  She said, "Be on your best behaviour and watch you don't sulk too much, Leila."  Daddy said it too.  He said, "Don't be such a drama queen when things don't go your way."  Leila a drama queen!  He said, "I don't want to hear bad reports from Mr Tobias."  That's funny Daddy saying that.  He usually laughs at Leila's queenly ways.  He often plays along and gets Leila to do some more.  Huh!  

Mummy helped us pack all the things we would need for the boat.  Clothes for all weathers, like waterproof jackets, T-shirts and shorts, trousers, skirts, jumpers, strong boots and sandals for slopping about in.  We went shopping to buy a lot of new things.  Mummy said for us to pack our torches.  "Check the batteries work," she said, "and pack a good book to read." I put in my travelling chess set in case Portia wanted a game or Mr and Mrs Tobias.  That was last Friday after school, and on Saturday Daddy kissed us goodbye with our spending money, and Mummy drove us round to Portia's with our little suitcases, which are like Tardises because they hold so much.  You can't tell from looking at them.  Mummy said for us not to carry them if they're too heavy, that's when she said about being on our best behaviour.  We've never been on holiday with anyone else before, but Mummy and Daddy know Mr and Mrs Tobias very well.  They're nearly like family, so Mummy and Daddy know we're in good hands.  Then Mummy kissed us goodbye.  She was driving off up to Nottingham on Sunday for her conference which is all this week.  Daddy is flying to Malta today.  He has some business to sort out with some of his holiday villas.  

Portia has gone down below deck to the loo.  It's horrible going to the loo here. You press a button and all this dark blue stuff comes out to neutralize the smells, but it's only Monday.  It's going to be stinking full by the end of the week but Mrs - Kim said that they'll go to the pumping station for a pump-out before then.  I hope so.  I'm not used to roughing it.

Fayruz has her arm on my shoulder.  "Can you see that plane up there, Leila?"

"Oh yeah."  It's tiny.  It looks like an iron filing or a bright pin, shining in the sun.  

"Just think, there's hundreds of people in there."

It's hard to believe that, because when I hold my thumb up to the sky the plane is smaller than my little nail.

"Daddy might be in there, Fayruz."

"No, Daddy will be in Malta by now.  He might even be writing our postcard." 

"It might arrive home before us.  It might beat us."  It makes me sad thinking of it lying all alone in the porchway with no one to read it.  But then Ali or Rashid or the housekeeper will be popping in while we're away, to check things are in order, and that makes me feel better.

Daddy always sends us postcards when he goes away or else he phones.  Last year he sent us one from New York.  It was a view of Lower Manhattan.  He climbed to the top of the tallest tower!  It was higher than a hundred floors!  He sent one from Paris last year too with a picture of this gilt roundabout with horses and things.  It was beautiful.  He was staying just behind the Sorbonne and had been for a cruise on the Seine.  Sometimes we've all gone abroad to Crete or Corfu, but that's for a holiday.  The other trips are Daddy going away on business.  But we've only been to Iran once when we were very small, before we lived by the seaside.  I don't really remember Iran.  I was only two, but sometimes I think I remember ladies in dark sheets all around me, or maybe that's what Fayruz told me.

I've been very good so far on this holiday.  Really grown up.  On Saturday evening when we were still on the wide River Severn, Mrs Tobias said, "Would you like to help draw up the rota, girls?"  Apart from the steering and other things to do with the engine and the bilge, which she and Mr Tobias would see to, all the other things could be shared she said.  Two to cook lunch and two to wash-up and two to do the evening meal.  So, yesterday, when I was on evening meal with Mrs Tobias, we opened tins of soup and tins of beans, and it was great fun.  Yesterday, Portia and Fayruz did the lunch, and Fayruz and Mr Tobias did the dishes.  Today I was on lunch with Mrs Tobias.  We made sandwiches.  Mrs Tobias is laid-back.  She doesn't fuss.  "Oh, that'll do.  They'll just have to lump it, won't they, Leila?"  She's got bleached hair which never gets that messed up.  Even after being out in rain showers she still looks lovely.  
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