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CHAPTER ONE


It was pitch-black. Actually, blacker than black, if such a thing is possible. A blackness that extended forever and pulsed like a living being that could reach out and swallow you whole. On this warm summer night, it seemed as if even the moon and the stars had abandoned me. I stared into the night and the darkness stared back. If you let your fear win, the darkness can devour you, I told myself. “Don’t be afraid,” I said quietly, over and over, like a mantra.


From behind me a faint sound of scraping and shuffling got louder and louder.


“Wait.… Wait for me,” my brother Ali whispered as he caught up with me. “I lost one of my slippers.” His voice trailed off. “Look, I’ve brought the lantern.”


I was tempted to say that I didn’t need it. But the dim glow was comforting. I reached back and grabbed the lantern from Ali and lifted it high above my head so that there was a globe of light around us. Though Ali was two years older than me, right now I was in charge, because he was afraid of the dark. We started walking. The end of the backyard was still about fifty yards away.


Ten minutes earlier, I was with the rest of my family—Mother and Father, my three brothers, and my sister—blissfully sleeping on the floor in the big room. Hard to believe but I was in the backyard because of Ali’s weak bladder. At thirteen, he’d started wetting his bed. “It’s just a phase,” I had overheard Mother explain to our father, or, as we called him, AghaJan, which means “dear sir” in Persian. AghaJan merely grunted, but I could see that he was troubled.


Sometimes Ali wet the bed in his sleep. Other times, he’d wake up in the middle of the night with a great urge to pee, but we didn’t have an indoor toilet, so he faced the long trek in the dark to the outhouse at the end of the backyard. He tried to steel himself to hang on till dawn, when there was enough light for him to feel brave. But no matter how much he tossed and turned, no matter how much he prayed to all the saints to give him endurance, he couldn’t hold on. Ali was too old to be scared of the dark, AghaJan used to say, without too much sympathy. I was never afraid of the dark, and you can imagine how humiliating it was for Ali to wake me up so that I could walk with him to the outhouse. He didn’t have to worry about waking our parents with his tossing and turning; AghaJan snored—the noise was like the sound of the tractor that he used to till the land.


“Wake up.… I need to go.… Wake up.… Wake up.…”


I shrugged and rolled over, but he wasn’t to be deterred.


“Get up.… I need to pee,” Ali said with greater urgency, shaking my shoulder.


“Okay … okay … I’m awake,” I said eventually.


A few weeks earlier, when he first started going through this phase, Ali was too embarrassed to wake me, and in the morning, there were the telltale signs. He’d rush outside as soon as he woke, but Mother discovered the wet stains when she rolled the bed up. She’d pretend that the wet patch and the stains were due to some household accident; often she blamed a leaking tea thermos, to save him from embarrassment.


“Someone must have knocked over the thermos,” she’d say loudly, with a smile.


“Who drinks tea in bed at night?” I’d ask mischievously. “Isn’t it strange how all the tea spills happen on his futon,” I’d say with a laugh.


Maybe he wanted to pay me back, because tonight Ali was determined to get me up.


“Please, I need to go,” he begged. “I’m getting desperate.”


“Okay … okay, just hurry up,” I mumbled as I rolled out of bed. “I am having a good dream and want to get back to it.”


In the backyard, even with a lantern in my hand, the distance to the outhouse looked pretty daunting. The warm air was dense with the summery whiff of crushed grass and a hint of burnt charcoal. Under the veranda, dozens of chickens were huddled, fast asleep. I wished I was back in my warm bed, but Ali’s eyes were fixed on the structure at the far end of the yard.


“Let’s go,” I said wearily. I wanted to get back to my beautiful dream.


We shuffled forward sleepily.


During the daylight hours, Ali was like other teenagers—fearless, boastful, and rebellious, part of a gang of boys who, when they tired of wrestling each other to the ground, took turns riding their rickety bicycles and then went for a swim in the Kolahrood (Kolah River). I used to think Ali was different. He read constantly, and he liked to recount stories in a colorful and dramatic style. But during the hot summer months I hardly saw him. From breakfast till dinner he was out and about, roaming the narrow dirt roads of our village. He’d come back dirty and stinking of sweat, his face red from hours of playing in the sun. Mother would drag him to the barn, where we kept our two cows, and would hose him down roughly with cold water before he was allowed inside the house. It was the same hose that she used to wash the cows.


Ali never took me with him no matter how much I begged him. I desperately wanted to run around the fields and ride a bicycle and jump in the river.


This was not possible, he said.


“No girls are allowed. The other boys would laugh at me.” He looked sheepish when he said this. “Be reasonable. Even if I wanted to, AghaJan wouldn’t allow it.”


“It’s not allowed.”


“It’s not permissible.”


“Girls can’t do that.”


I wasn’t asking for much, but every time I wanted to do something that the boys were already doing, I heard the same refrain. I was eleven and I was tired of hearing it: “You can’t do that.” Even now, the phrase “You can’t do that” is like waving a red rag at a bull. It gets my blood boiling.


AghaJan expected girls to stay indoors and out of sight. He wasn’t alone in his thinking. No other girls were allowed to run around and play outside the house. Boys had freedom and girls were kept indoors. It seemed so unfair.


“Go on inside. I’ll count to twenty and then I’m heading back,” I whispered to Ali as I yawned. “If we don’t hurry back I’ll forget my dream.”


“Don’t go,” Ali said meekly. He took the lantern and gingerly opened the door to the outhouse, a narrow stand-alone room, as if half expecting a mouse or a snake to dart out. It was not unusual to find a grass snake inside, but as they were not poisonous I didn’t mind them. Ali waved the lantern inside a few times before stepping in.


Inside, it was a typical Iranian-style toilet—basically a large hole in the ground. Even in the daytime, going to that toilet was a scary experience. I used to worry that one day I would fall in and sink deep into the fetid muck.


Once a year, AghaJan would spend half a day digging a hole twice his own height. Climbing out, he was always coated in sludge and grime. He’d cover the opening with wood and stone, leaving only a hole. Months later, when the hole was almost full, AghaJan would tie a scarf around his nose and mouth and spend a day emptying the foul-smelling contents to use later for fertilizer. The stench was stomach-churning.


Without the lantern, I was once again enveloped in darkness. The yips and howls of coyotes, the croaks of frogs, the strumming of beetles, the clicking of cicadas, and the ever-present rustling sounds from the undergrowth were like a symphony providing the background music of my early life. I once spent an afternoon sitting in the fields to record the chirps and clicks of insects. When I told Ali, he cracked up as if this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. But some of his ideas were so outlandish that they made me laugh out loud. Like when he said he was going to be so rich he’d build himself a house with the toilet inside it.


“You mean a toilet right next to your bedroom?” This truly was the funniest thing I had ever heard. “You don’t mean you want a toilet inside the house? Next to where you eat?” I laughed so much that tears flowed down my cheeks.


I wasn’t afraid of the dark, but I was petrified of falling into that pit.


My mother used to say that the darkness is a monster, a shapeless black demon that feeds on your fear. If you are scared of it, then the shadow grows bigger and it will envelop you and swallow you whole.


“Open your eyes wide, as wide as possible,” she’d urge me when I was a young girl. “Stare into the darkness and the shadows will disappear. Never be afraid of the darkness, but stare it down.”


So, from early on, whenever I faced something scary, instead of running away or turning my back to it, I’d force my eyes wide-open and meet it head-on.


“Are you done yet? Still in there?” I kicked the door gently. I was getting tired of keeping my eyes wide-open and wanted to go back to bed.


Ali came out fidgeting with his trousers and handed me the lantern.


“Let’s go back now.” He sounded relieved. Once again, I led the way.


This was my chance to ask for a favor in return. I wanted to run around with the boys and learn how to ride a bicycle.


“In the morning, can you take me with you? It’s not fair that I’ve got to stay indoors while you get to run around.”


“I can’t. AghaJan won’t like it.”


“Then stay home and play with me. We can build a house together or … you can teach me to ride. AghaJan’s old bicycle is in the barn.”


“Okay. I promise,” he said breezily as we entered the house.


The next morning, after breakfast, Ali rushed out to meet his gang and left me behind by myself.


I’m the proud daughter of Ghomikola, the capital of the world. That’s how I introduced myself whenever someone asked about my origins. I’d wait a beat or two before breaking into a big grin to let them know that I was joking. Ghomikola is the capital of my world, but it’s not even a dot on a map of Iran. I was born and raised, like the rest of my family, in Ghomikola, a lush village in the province of Mazandaran, in northern Iran. I couldn’t imagine a better place anywhere else in the world. It was only after I became a teenager that I realized how tiny Ghomikola really was.


Mazandaranis, or Mazanis, as the people are affectionately called, are proud of their long history of independence, which predates Islam. We have our own dialect, Mazani or Tabari, and nothing gives me more pleasure, now that I live in the West, than to find a fellow Mazani and speak in my local tongue. The sandy beaches of the Caspian Sea, the world’s largest inland sea, form our northern borders. To the south, the rugged, snowcapped Alborz range and Mount Damavand, the highest peak in Iran, a sight known to all Iranian children, stretch to reach the sky. There may be as many as two hundred rivers, streams, and brooks in the province.


The region’s roots go back at least three thousand years, and it was only in the early twentieth century that major roads were constructed linking Mazandaran and the neighboring Gilan Province to the southern regions. These two provinces are known as the Shomal, meaning “the north” in Persian, and for most Iranians it’s the same as what the Riviera means to the French or what the Hamptons signify to New Yorkers. Thousands of Iranians flock to the mountains or the shores of the Caspian for vacation and to get away from the polluted air of Tehran.


In between the mountains and the sea, forests, orchards, and farmlands make the area one of the greenest spots in Iran. For me, this was as close to paradise as you could get. I guess that’s where my love of trees comes from. As a young girl, I used to sneak into our neighbor’s garden and climb their trees to pick pears and walnuts; in our garden we grew oranges and green plums and had a lone pomegranate tree. Climbing trees was one of my favorite pastimes, always going higher and higher, leaving my brothers and friends behind, much to the chagrin of my mother, who complained that clambering up trees was not for girls. But I couldn’t help it. Even today, whenever I see a fruit tree my first impulse is to scramble to the very top branches. I’ve climbed a plum tree outside the Vatican (it was a dark night) and inched my way up a pear tree in London in cowboy boots, as my husband, Kambiz, nervously kept watch on each occasion.


There is more to the north than just trees. Even in Iran, a land with three millennia of history, the Shomal is a magical place of legends. Mazandaran resisted the Arab invasion that brought Islam to Iran around the 640s and maintained a Zoroastrian majority for nearly five hundred years—thanks to its independent-minded population—until around the twelfth century.


In the Shahnameh, or Book of Kings, the Persian national epic poem, which describes Iran’s long pre-Islamic history, Mazandaran is an area mostly inhabited by Divs, or demons. In the book, Rostam, the legendary hero of Iran, brawny and powerful just like Hercules, has to make the arduous journey to the region to battle and kill the White Div, the biggest and meanest of the mythical monsters.


All the demons were gone by the time I was born.


About 100 families or so live in Ghomikola, and it hasn’t changed much over the years—it is a small and intimate place of 650 people where everyone knows everyone else and there are no secrets. When I was growing up, it seemed as if half the village was made up of my aunts, uncles, and cousins.


The unpaved lanes crisscrossing Ghomikola are narrow and filled with tall trees that have thick branches and provide cool shade in the summer. Houses have gabled roofs, typical of the north, and high walls to provide privacy. Historically, our village was made up of two neighborhoods—Upper Ghomikola, where the wealthier families lived, and the humbler Lower Ghomikola, where the rest of us lived, in unpretentious homes made out of clay and mud mixed with straw, and with unvarnished wooden pillars. Our house had a wooden terrace all the way around, with a courtyard in front and a backyard where my mother grew vegetables, in a garden set behind a brick wall. Like most families, we had a small barn in the courtyard, where we kept our cows.


Up until the 1960s, Ghomikola was owned by an absentee landlord and most folks were either sharecroppers or day laborers. In fact, in those days, most villagers were like serfs, working for the big landlord. Only a few had their own plot of land.


One sign of wealth and social mobility was the metal gate—if you had one, it meant you had money. Life was simple in the village, and whenever a family replaced their wooden gate with a metal one they handed out sweets and local delicacies—cooked broad beans dusted with a spice called golpar—as the men labored. The women would chant: “Let there be blessings on this house, / Let this gate be a token of better things to come.”


Until I became a teenager, we had a wooden gate. In fact, we were one of the last families to upgrade. I like to think it was because I kept badgering AghaJan to get a red gate, since that is my favorite color. But AghaJan remained firm in resisting the tide.


“I don’t have money to waste,” he’d say gruffly whenever I approached him on the topic. “Our door is good enough to keep the wolves at bay.”


There were hardly any stray dogs in Ghomikola, let alone wolves, but AghaJan used to say he worked too hard for his money to waste it on what he considered to be frivolous matters. Then, one day, I returned from middle school and saw a brand-new gate. It was blue.


“I paid for it, I get to pick the color,” AghaJan said.


Upper and Lower Ghomikola came together around the cemetery and the village’s two stores across from it. The grocery store, run by Mamadali Dekondar, sold everything from eggs, milk, and fruit to pencils, notepads, and shampoos. We grew our own food, including grains to bake bread, and the animals we kept gave us eggs and milk. We bartered with other families for the food we couldn’t produce ourselves. The other store was the village Cooperative, which had everything from bolts of cloth to color TVs and gas cookers.


I remember, one year, all everyone was talking about was the new technological marvel that the Coop was offering: a ceiling fan. We had one table fan, with its distinctive white blades that whirred mightily to fight off the humidity and heat of the summer. At night, as the humidity levels climbed higher and higher, my brothers and I would always squabble to see who got to sit closest to the fan. Now, a fan that was attached to the ceiling changed everything and offered a chance to end all our bickering. The whole family trooped off to the Coop one afternoon and gawked at the blades going around and around above our heads. AghaJan stared for a long time, watching them rotate, before declaring that the contraption was too dangerous—if the fan ever came loose the blades could decapitate the whole family.


“Imagine if it fell during the night. With one blow, it’d chop off our heads,” he said.


I don’t think safety was his main concern. As usual, we didn’t have enough money to afford such luxuries. We left the Coop empty-handed, but for weeks Ali and I would plead with Mother to take us back so we could stand under the fan and dream of owning it one day.


Money was always tight.


It’s fair to say that I grew up as far away from the country’s elites as possible. Both my grandfathers were poor sharecroppers who became destitute and died young. One fell ill and died, and the other was killed by a wild animal. I only learned their stories from my grandmothers. AghaJan’s father, Hassan, lost his job as a day laborer and had to beg for food to feed his family. He’d look for work, but at the end of the day, he’d be forced to knock on doors and collect leftovers such as pieces of stale bread and day-old rice. After a short illness, Hassan died, leaving a wife and three children. My father at age fourteen became the breadwinner of the family. He didn’t want to be a sharecropper, so to make money he became a street peddler and sold fruit and vegetables on street corners. AghaJan never forgot what it was like to be destitute. Whenever a beggar knocked on our door, AghaJan welcomed him with a warm smile and filled his basket with the same food that we ourselves ate. “Always be kind to the less fortunate,” AghaJan used to say.


I grew up with two wonderful storytellers, AghaJan’s mother, Naneh, and my own mother, Zarrin, which means “golden.” My mother never had any formal education, but she had the gift of poetry and composed poems and sonnets in the Mazani dialect about life in the village and working in the rice fields. She was famous in the village for her poems. She and Naneh spun stories that sent my imagination wandering off beyond the green fields and orchards surrounding our home.


I like to think we are all, to some degree, reflections of our parents and grandparents, and for this reason, I believe my penchant for writing and public advocacy is a gift from my mother. As for my stubborn nature and quick temper, well, that’s all on me.


From Naneh, I learned how to cope with hardship and to beware of the fickleness of fortune. Naneh had already moved in with us when I was born. Of course, Naneh wasn’t her real name, but it was what I called her as a toddler, and for me the name stuck. She was frail but tough in spirit. She had become a widow in her twenties, with three children to look after. I often wondered why she never remarried. A light had gone out in her heart.


“You live once, you marry once, and you die once. You go to your husband’s house in a white dress and leave in a white shroud,” she told me as her spindly hands held my arm. She had lost her eyesight by then and relied on me to guide her on her walks around the garden. “A good mother stays with her kids and raises them.”


That barb was aimed at my other grandmother, Beebee. Like Naneh, Beebee also came from a poor family. She married a sharecropper, who was allotted a small piece of land far in the wilderness in return for clearing the area of brush and weeds to make it suitable for farming. He was all alone when he was attacked and killed by a wild boar. Today, people brought up in the cities don’t really have an understanding of the abject poverty that existed in the Iranian countryside at the time.


The lesson for Beebee was that life was brutish and short. She was in her twenties but already had become a widow, with two small children, my mother, Zarrin, then only nine, and her brother, Hassan, who was four. Beebee wanted to remarry, but found no suitor willing to raise another man’s children. So Beebee abandoned her children to the care of her aunt and found a new husband. My mother’s childhood was anything but golden—even when her father was alive, they barely could make ends meet. But Zarrin’s life took a turn for the worse when her mother left her with her great-aunt Ameh Geda (“Pauper Auntie” in Persian). It was a nickname but there was truth to it—Ameh Geda lived in a decrepit shack, where everything was old and dirty. She sometimes went to Babol, the nearest city, to be a housecleaner, but more often she begged for food and money on the street.


Zarrin loved Ameh Geda as if she were her real mother, but she never forgave Beebee for abandoning her.


I often wonder about the choices I’d have made if I had found myself in my grandmothers’ shoes. Would I have sought my own happiness, or sacrificed myself for my kids? Beebee and Naneh were like the two angels said to sit on each person’s shoulders, the first urging me to take a chance and fly and the latter urging me to keep my feet on the ground.


When AghaJan was twenty-four, his family went to see Ameh Geda and asked for Zarrin’s hand. She was only fourteen and had no say in the matter. Her dowry was the tiny plot of land that her father had left her, and they got married. The land alone wasn’t large enough for them to grow rice or other crops to make a living, and both my parents had to find other ways to supplement their income. Having experienced a tough life, AghaJan was determined that all his children would receive an education and never go hungry at night.


Unlike the other men in the village, AghaJan was quite tall and had an athletic build, with strong, broad shoulders. Even now, in his seventies, he is in far better shape than his friends. That’s probably because he always had to work hard. He planted trees and grew rice, and sold eggs and chickens and geese on the streets of Babol. He is still an expert tree grafter, often called to graft orange and lemon trees.


When he was younger, AghaJan would tie a boxful of chickens and eggs to the back of his bicycle and pedal ten miles on dirt roads and back alleys to Babol. When it rained, the dirt roads turned to mud and were unusable. That didn’t deter AghaJan. He carried the bicycle, with the boxful of chickens still attached, on his shoulders along muddy roads until he reached the main highway, an asphalt road. Years later, he bought a moped to get around faster and sell more chickens and eggs.


For a long time, I associated AghaJan with the smell of chickens, sweat, and fertilizer. He had a fierce temper, and when he became angry, it was like a volcano exploding. But he was always sweet with my mother.


She had soft, cream-colored skin; gentle, plump hands; and kind, smiling eyes. She never applied any moisturizer or wore makeup, not even lipstick. Her piercing brown eyes could see right through me, especially when I was up to some mischief, which was quite often. My tricks and evasions never worked with her. She had long, light-brown hair, soft as silk, but we rarely saw it, as it was mostly covered up. Her head scarf was a part of her identity and she never took it off, not even for sleeping. I never thought that was unusual, since everyone in my family did the same.


Mother raised all of her children on her back. After each of us was a few weeks old, she’d wrap us in swaths of cloth, put us on her back, and head to our plot of land to work alongside AghaJan. In the village, everyone had to work. Mother wasn’t the type to sit back and relax; she was always up and about, never hesitating to roll up her trousers and get involved with rice planting and harvesting. She had her own vegetable patch, where she planted mint, basil, and parsley alongside tomatoes and cucumbers. She made regular treks to Babol to sell her herbs and vegetables in the market. We churned our own butter and made yogurt. Mother was great at making vats of tomato paste and pomegranate puree, both of which she used for cooking special dishes.


She almost always wore a flowery patterned tunic and baggy trousers, with a woolen cardigan and flowery head scarf. When she was going to Babol she put on a black chador, a large piece of cloth worn wrapped around the head and the body. It even covered the ankles, though it left the face exposed. It had no zippers or buttons or hooks. You gripped it tight with your hand under the chin.


She was twenty-eight when she had me, the last of her six children.


I was born at home on a hot September afternoon with just a village midwife and my sister Mina helping my mother to bring me into this world. Having a doctor come to our house cost almost the same as going to the hospital, and it was money that we didn’t have. All my brothers and sisters were born at home with the same midwife. I joined Mina and, along with Ali, two other brothers, Mohsen and Hamid. My other sister, Mehri, died when she was a year or so old.


I truly think the earliest years of my life were spent in paradise. My father was severe but kind, my mother cooked delicious meals and doted on me, and we all spoke Mazani. I ran around the yard, picked apples and pears for my mother, and sometimes tended our cows. I didn’t learn to speak Persian until I went to school.


My parents named me Masoumeh (meaning “innocent”), after Fatima Masoumeh, the sister of Ali ibn Musa al-Rida, better known as Imam Reza. The eighth saint of Shia Islam, she was poisoned on her way to Mashhad, in northeast Iran. Most Iranians belong to Shia Islam. Legend has it that Fatima was traveling to Mashhad to visit her brother when her caravan was attacked by bandits. The details are sketchy, but she was killed and buried in the tiny village of Qom, on the edge of the desert. Eventually a shrine was built, dedicated to Fatima, which helped Qom to prosper and become the intellectual capital of Shiism in Iran, attracting thousands of seminarians. Even today, hundreds of thousands of pilgrims travel to Qom to honor Fatima Masoumeh. Perhaps my parents hoped I would be religious, endowed with some of her attributes, when they picked my name.


Truth be told, I didn’t look like the rest of my family. I was thin and dark-featured, as if I had been left in the sun for too long, and as for my hair … coils of thick, snarling curls. The rest of the family had light skin and soft, straight hair. I was constantly teased by other children, who said that I had been adopted. I would stare at my reflection in the mirror and look at Ali and Mother to see if I could detect any resemblance.


I plucked up my courage one day and asked Mother, “Why don’t I look like you? I have curly hair. I look darker than you.”


It was a serious question. I wanted reassurance. I feared that maybe the other children were right and my real parents had abandoned me. I looked at Mother expectantly.


“Your real parents are dead. They were killed in the war,” she said calmly as she stirred the boiling pot of rice. She was referring to the war following Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980. “We were going to tell you the truth when you got older. You are really from the South.”


“I knew it,” I said. “My real parents wouldn’t abandon me.”


In my mind, everything made sense. But this meant that Ali was no longer my brother and Mina was not my sister. I felt very lonely and sad. I started crying.


“What were my real parents like? Did they love me?” I said between sobs.


I continued asking serious questions about my parents, but Mother couldn’t keep a straight face and laughed quite a lot, even though she tried hard to show concern. Eventually I ran away from her in tears. That night, I refused to eat and kept sobbing. Finally, she came and held me tight.


“I was only joking,” she said. “You are my very own Masoumeh.”


I was so relieved my parents were alive that I forgot that she had played a trick on me.


My eldest brother, Mohsen, was fifteen years older than me, and he was like a second father to Ali and me. He was tall and thin and his head was always in a book, usually one about history. He was the first person in our family to go to high school in Babol and the first to obtain a university degree. Mohsen joined the army to fight in the war between Iran and Iraq, which lasted eight horrible, miserable years, until 1988. He made friends easily, and they all played with me when he brought them around. One of his friends, Omid, was from Babol and spoke proper Persian, whereas the rest of us spoke a dialect of Mazani and Persian. I liked Omid—he would turn me upside down and swing me around by my legs.


Mohsen, Omid, and three other friends, Ramzoon, Abbas, and Eissa, all went to the front to fight the Iraqis together. Ramzoon, who later married my sister Mina, was wounded by shrapnel. Mohsen was also injured after eighteen months at the front. Abbas lost his legs. Eissa was captured by the Iraqis. His family gave him up for dead and held a funeral service. But in the 1990s, released in a prisoner exchange, he returned to Babol, looking gaunt and acting a bit strange. His mind was damaged by the years of captivity. As for Omid, who used to tickle me and play with me, he was killed. More than 250,000 men didn’t return home from the battlefield and another half million returned shattered.


My sister Mina was the real beauty in the family, with gorgeous hair and delicate features. She was devout and always wore a hijab (a veil or head scarf), even indoors with the family. Whenever she left the house, she wore her head scarf and a chador. I rarely saw Mina’s hair, which reached down to her waist. She was always praying and fasting during the holy month of Ramadan, and going to the mosque for special Quran study programs. Both my parents loved Mina’s religious fervor. Every weekend, Mina walked forty-five minutes to the next village, Noushiravankola, and took a bus to Babol so she could attend the special Friday prayers.


My middle brother, Hamid, the shortest of the boys in the family, was always trying to be the bridge builder. He was the brainiest of the lot and was accepted at Sharif University, considered the Harvard of Iran, where he studied chemistry. Mohsen studied history at Ferdowsi University of Mashhad.


“The country needs engineers and historians,” AghaJan told anyone who’d listen. He was proud of his sons. “My sons are at the best colleges in the country, not bad for a poor peasant who can’t read or write.”


After graduation, Hamid also enlisted to fight in the war. From basic training, he was sent straight to the front, where his unit was shelled with mustard gas and sarin. He spent months in the hospital and returned listed as partially disabled. The war continued. Even AghaJan volunteered to go to the front, at age forty-seven. It was 1988, and after suffering a massive military setback, the Iranian government called for more volunteers. It was his religious duty, AghaJan said as he packed his bag. Mohsen also reenlisted. Mother looked after the farm, milked our cow, and made sure nothing was amiss, even as she worried that her son and husband could be killed. The war ended soon after, and both returned unharmed.


The villagers called me Zari Khayat Kija, which in Mazani means “daughter of Zari the tailor.” My mother was the only tailor in the village, and women from Ghomikola and neighboring villages would trek to our house carrying bolts of cloth for her to turn into dresses, shirts, and jackets. I would sneak in sometimes to watch Mother talk to her customers in her soft Mazani dialect to put them at ease as she measured their waists, arms, and chests. Sometimes she’d call out the measurements to me to jot down on a notepad.


Mother also offered sewing classes once in a while, and when she did, women and teenage girls flocked to our house. We slept in one room, which left our other room free for Mother’s class. It would fill with women’s voices and then the whirring sound of sewing machines, and all the while my mother issued instructions. I’d watch in awe as all these women treated my mother with so much respect. For Mother, this was not a hobby. We needed the extra income, since the plot of land didn’t generate enough cash for us. My parents in their own ways were entrepreneurial—not that they knew what that meant. AghaJan sold chickens, ducks, geese, and their eggs on street corners, and Mother sewed and gave sewing lessons. Mother was unique in one other way: She earned her own money rather than relying on AghaJan. Every time they called me Zari Khayat Kija it made me proud.


One of the earliest photos of myself that I can find was taken when I had just turned seven. I have the biggest and goofiest smile in the world, because I’m wearing new clothes that Mother had made for me. For me, owning and wearing a new skirt or dress was better than living in a palace.


Our house was modest and made out of mud. The wealthy families had brick houses. Mud houses make sense in warm countries, but in the north of Iran it rains a lot, and every year at the end of winter we had to repair our house. AghaJan would make a special paste using cow dung, which we also used for fuel. Mixing it with mud, straw, and rice husks, we used it to coat the cracked walls and roof. It was smelly work. After it had dried, AghaJan and my brothers would paint the walls, but that didn’t kill the smell. For weeks, there was a smell of cow manure around the house, and to this day, I associate the smell of cow dung with the smell of home. I went to a farm outside New York City when I first arrived in 2014 and the animal smells there transported me back to my childhood. I looked around half expecting to see AghaJan and Mother, even though I knew it was a ridiculous expectation. I became so emotional that we left soon after we arrived.


Until I was in middle school, our house had only two rooms. In the room where we all slept, we’d roll up our futons in one corner next to a neat stack of folded blankets, sheets, and pillows. Every night, we rolled out the futons and made our beds on the floor. In the morning, I helped Mother fold the bedding and stacked it in layers in one corner. That was our main room—we spent our leisure time there, we ate our meals there, on a sofreh (a sheet of plastic or fabric spread on the floor like a tablecloth), and we did our homework there. The other room was for entertaining guests. Much later, AghaJan built an extension to create a third room.


We didn’t have an indoor kitchen. AghaJan had built a tash dar khaneh (“fire house,” in Mazani) in the courtyard, which was an open-air kitchen, an enclosure with three walls made from cinder blocks and a corrugated metal roof that provided only partial protection against the rain and snow. Almost every day, Mother would send us to collect bits of wood and charcoal to start a fire in a blackened shallow pit filled with ash. As we worked on the fire, she would coat the pots and pans with a protective mixture of mud and rice husks to stop them from burning. Breakfasts were simple affairs: eggs, bread, and cheese with hot tea. Eventually, AghaJan saved enough money to buy a gas stove.


Our water came from a deep well that Father had dug on the other side of the house. We’d throw a bucket into the well, and by rocking the bucket in a special way, we’d fill it with water to be used for both drinking and washing. When I was in high school, AghaJan installed a water pump and a water tank and we stopped hurling the bucket into the well.


There was no place to bathe or shower in the house. During the summer months, until I was six or seven, Mother would fill a large cast-iron cauldron with warm water and scrub me down with loofahs and a rough soap, the same kind that she used to wash our clothes. Ali suffered the same fate till he got too old.


I dreaded the shampoo that mother used, a thick yellowy goo that smelled of fresh egg yolk. Everyone in the village used the same brand of shampoo because that was the only one available.


When the weather got cooler, she’d move the cauldron to the barn, which had a cement floor—so overflowing water would not make everything muddier. As I grew older, I used the hose in the barn as a makeshift shower. It was very uncomfortable washing myself under the huge watchful eyes of our cows.


During the winter months and especially later, when I got too big to fit into the cauldron, we’d go to the public baths at the far end of the village. They were segregated—mornings, open only to the women; in the afternoon, it was the men’s turn. There was also a smaller bathhouse next door where, for a higher fee, you could have your own room for an hour. I liked the private setting better because I felt shy about being naked in front of other women.


As for our furniture, there was little of it to get in our way—we had no tables or chairs or sofas. One luxury was the small television, which showed news and religious programs. Children’s programs were cartoons imported from eastern Europe and Japan. During the summer months, we’d sit on the terrace and eat watermelon, drink tea, and talk, and friends would drop by and sit with us for hours till after sunset.


Winters could be brutally cold. We relied on a vintage Aladdin paraffin heater, which smelled really bad. And of course, every afternoon mother would start up the korsi—a heater made up of a low table with a brazier underneath and blankets thrown over it. The whole family would gather around the korsi with our feet under the blankets, and the kids would even sleep there.


I remember one winter it was so cold that every evening AghaJan walked the little calf that had recently been born up the steps and into the house. Looking back, it seems bizarre, but at the time, I thought it was pretty cool to have a little cow under our roof, sleeping with us.


Even as a kid I was always an optimist and thought we were special. Perhaps one reason was that since AghaJan regularly went to Babol, he’d buy us treats that were not available in Ghomikola, like fruit-flavored chewing gum or cheese puffs.


One lunchtime AghaJan returned from Babol looking especially pleased with himself. “I have something special for you all,” he said as he washed for noon prayers. “A special treat that has come from Tehran.”


Tehran! In my mind, Tehran, the capital, was so far away that there was an almost exotic quality about anything associated with it. I don’t remember what we had for lunch that day, but we raced through the meal and cleared the plates and waited. Mother came back carrying a long, thick yellow stick on a plate. In her other hand, she had a big knife, the same one that she used to decapitate chickens.


“What is it?” I asked impatiently. I couldn’t have been more than eight or nine years old, and I was sure we were all witnessing something historic.


“It’s called a moze,” AghaJan said authoritatively—a banana. “Not many people in Babol have seen a moze. This is from farang,” he added: the West.


Farang! This was even better than Tehran, I thought. A mysterious treat from the West. I knew I had to remember every detail so I could brag about it at school the next day.


“Did you buy just one?” I asked. “Will that be enough?”


“Count your blessings,” Mother said. She hated boastfulness and used every opportunity to instill a sense of gratitude in us. “Be thankful you have a kind father who loves you.”


She poked the banana with the knife and was surprised by its softness. We held our breath.


“It’s too soft,” Mother said.


“Just cut it,” AghaJan said in a reassuring voice. “Go ahead, don’t worry.”


Mother held one end of the banana firmly and solemnly cut it into six pieces and placed the plate in front of us. No one made a move. Mother hesitatingly picked up a piece and took a tiny bite, skin and all. She made a face and spat out the skin.


“This part is bitter and makes my mouth all sticky,” she said. Slowly, she pulled the fleshy part away from the skin and put it in her mouth.


“It’s sweet.” Her face lit up with pleasure.


That settled it. We all grabbed a piece, peeled the skin off, and put the fleshy part in our mouths. I chewed mine very slowly and then opened my mouth and stuck my tongue out with the half-chewed banana on it to show Ali that I still had mine.


Before Mother could clear the plate, I grabbed a piece of the skin to take to school and show off.


“Masoumeh is keeping a piece of the moze,” Hamid said. He sold me out. “She is going to show our farangi fruit to her friends.”


Mother just gave me a disappointed look. She didn’t have to say anything. I knew I was going to get a lecture later that day about the sin of showing off.


Until high school, I don’t think I ever wore anything that wasn’t a hand-me-down, made by my mother, or bought from a secondhand store. I liked to be different, and begged Mother to use different patterns and cloth to make my dresses and skirts rather than the same flowery patterns that other girls wore. I wanted to be unique.


As we got older, Ali and I headed off to middle school, which was in another village. Mother couldn’t make the anoraks and waterproof winter coats that we needed. One evening, AghaJan came from Babol and handed me a red winter coat that I instantly fell in love with. It had a hood with faux white fur to keep me warm and snug. Ali received a yellow anorak with lots of pockets that could be zipped and unzipped and a removable inner layer, which meant he could wear it in both winter and spring. Immediately, Ali shoved his books and notepads into different pockets and announced to everyone that he no longer was going to carry a schoolbag.


There was only one problem with the coats: Both gave off a chemical odor that was rather off-putting.


“This is the smell of new clothes—they came straight from the shop,” AghaJan said.


It was only half true. Ali and I found out later that the clothes came from a charity shop that sold used clothing at a huge discount. As for the “new clothes” aroma, it was the smell of disinfectant.


That winter, I also craved a new pair of boots. I complained incessantly about how my feet were always wet because my cheap shoes let in water. I hankered after a pair of red knee-high plastic boots with fake fur inside. I had seen them in a store in Babol, but Mother shook her head when I pleaded with her.


As the first snowflakes arrived, Mother found a solution. She and my aunt bought a pair to be shared between my cousin and myself.


I was not happy with the sharing arrangement. “Is it too much to have a pair of boots all to myself?”


“You either share or you get nothing,” Mother retorted.


So I had the boots for one week before handing them over to my cousin, who kept them for a week before handing them back. This was the arrangement that had been made by the grown-ups, but I hated the idea of parting with the boots.


One night, a month or so later, AghaJan came home holding a brown paper bag, out of which he took a pair of red boots exactly like the ones I had been sharing with my cousin.


“These are yours. You don’t have to share anymore,” he said.


I jumped with joy. I kissed his hand repeatedly. I had a brand-new pair of boots all to myself and no more sharing with my cousin. I unwrapped the plastic coverings and tried the boots on. Almost immediately something felt wrong.


“They don’t feel right,” I said. “They’re too loose.”


AghaJan looked away. I was struck with a dreadful thought.


“Did you give these to my cousin first?” I cried. The ones I had been sharing with my cousin felt tight and snug. These felt worn-in.


AghaJan folded the brown paper bag that had contained the boots.


“The boots are a gift from a family that doesn’t need them anymore,” he said, without looking me in the eye. “We’ll stuff some newspaper inside to make them fit better.”


That night I told Ali about my not-so-new pair of boots.


“I think all our new clothes are donated,” Ali said. “What if we bump into the previous owners on the street and they demand we hand the things back?”


It didn’t happen, but in our minds there was always that fear of being confronted with the person whose discarded clothes we were now wearing.




CHAPTER TWO


I was born on September 11, 1976, and was just a babbling two-year-old toddler when the Islamic Revolution overthrew Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, ending more than two millennia of rule by Persian kings.


The cataclysmic events are the most dramatic in the history of modern Iran. I am a child of that Islamic Revolution and have lived nearly all my life under its shadow. My story is the story of modern Iran, the tension between the secular tendencies of its population and the forced Islamification of the society, and the struggle of women, especially young women, for their rights against the introduction of Sharia law, against violations of human rights and civil liberties.


The revolution changed much, but for women it was many steps backward. In the Islamic Republic, being born a woman is like having a disability.


Even to this day, almost forty years after the revolution, there are debates within many Iranian families about whether my father’s generation made a mistake in overthrowing the Shah and his Western-inspired ideas to modernize the country to bring in a regime that looked to the seventh century for moral and legal guidance. Of course, the picture is not black-and-white, and although many conservative and religious families favored the new regime, many others were not so favorably disposed.


Growing up, we talked about politics all the time in my family. As a teenager, I had loud arguments with AghaJan over politics. When the whole family got together during the weekends, Mohsen and Ali would be on my side against AghaJan, who had Hamid and Mina supporting him. Often, AghaJan would end the discussion with a rueful shake of his head and say: “You still don’t know what you don’t know.”


The revolution was supposed to benefit families like ours, the downtrodden, the meek, and the poor. I’m a product of that revolution, which my parents supported, but I and many millions of Iranians have rebelled against the Islamic Republic.


One day many years later, hunting through family photographs, I discovered a batch of old pictures of my parents. It’s always jarring seeing younger versions of your mother and father, but these photographs made a big impression on me for a different reason. In one, which must have been taken soon after their marriage, Mother is wearing a colorful scarf and a fashionable coat. Next to her is AghaJan, with a fierce black mustache; he’s wearing a suit and a tie. Before seeing that photograph, I had never seen him in a tie. He never wore a tie after the revolution.


In another photograph, which must have been taken a decade later, the family is standing dolefully in a field. My mother, beautiful as ever, holds my brother Hamid in her arms as Mina and Mohsen stare sullenly at the camera. The children look as if they’ve missed their afternoon nap. AghaJan sports the same mustache as in the earlier photograph but is otherwise clean-shaven; he’s wearing a dapper jacket and a pair of brogues totally unsuitable for walking around the countryside. I was in shock when I found those photographs—the only ones of my father without a beard. I rubbed my fingertips over the photographs as if I could touch his unblemished face.


There was something else that was out of place. In that photograph, we appear to be thriving: Everyone is wearing store-bought clothes rather than those sewn or patched by Mother. We don’t look like farmers living in a tiny village. We look like city folks.


What happened to us? I wondered. How could the relative prosperity of my family in these photographs be explained?


I was too young to follow the nuances of the political upheaval in the country, but the transformation was obvious in our little patch of Iran. Even in the first decade after the revolution, there were divided loyalties in many families, including my own. AghaJan was all in favor of the Islamic government, whereas my uncle Valiollah was a Shah supporter, and every time we had a family gathering the two of them would bicker and snipe at each other. My father called him Shah Doost (Shah supporter), and Valiollah reciprocated by calling my father Khomeini Doost.


I remember one particular row clearly. It was a hot summer weekend and all the family sat on the sofreh together on the terrace. As dishes of rice and kebabs were being passed around, one of my cousins cleared his throat and addressed my father.


“Uncle, was life better during the Shah’s time?” he asked. He tried his best to look innocent, but I could see that he was just trying to rile up AghaJan. “Uncle Valiollah says we had bigger harvests and more money back then.”


My father always said he was willing to give his life for the revolution. He wasn’t going to let that comment go unchallenged.


“No. No and no. We had more money, but we didn’t have God’s government. The Shah”—he made a face as if he’d just eaten a rancid piece of meat—“the Shah spent all the wealth on himself and his family. He was corrupt. We have an Islamic government and we follow the Quran.”


AghaJan looked pleased with himself. Until he saw Valiollah walk over to him. Valiollah bent down and slowly scooped up a fistful of rice from the serving plate and started eating it from his cupped hand. Grains of rice fell through his fingers.


“If you say the Shah was corrupt, I guess you know better than the rest of us,” Valiollah said sarcastically. “But at least when he ate he let the crumbs fall down to the people. Your akhonds”—an old-fashioned and derogatory term for clerics—“are just as corrupt.” He now clenched his fist tight.


“But they eat with their hands closed, and still they take and take from us. The Shah never did me any harm.”


Valiollah was a simple farmer, didn’t take life too seriously, and always had a stick of gum or a piece of candy to hand out when he visited. Maybe that’s why I liked him.


AghaJan craned his neck to address Mother. “I told you not to invite this Shah Doost.” Then, addressing Valiollah, he said, “One day, you’ll get it through your thick head that you still don’t know anything. The Shah was giving our oil to the Americans.”


“Who do you think is buying our oil now? American companies,” Valiollah said triumphantly.


Usually it was up to the women in the family to bring peace to these gatherings. This time, Mother had had enough. “Why do you have to fight all the time?” she asked. “We had the Shah, now we have Khomeini. Who knows what tomorrow will bring.”


AghaJan was willing to give his life for the Islamic Revolution, but even he couldn’t deny that the Shah’s father, who founded the Pahlavi regime, saved Iran from total collapse.


In 1921, with Iran under the thumb of superpowers Britain and Russia, Reza Mirpanj, the powerfully built commander of the Persian Cossack Brigade, marched with his four thousand men to Tehran to impose order. Eventually he ousted the previous king and proclaimed himself Shah, as the first Pahlavi king. Though illiterate, Reza Shah planned to modernize Iran, and as part of that, he built railroads and highways, established schools and a health care system, and sent thousands of Iranian students to study abroad. He dragged Iran into the twentieth century, even promoting the idea of men wearing modern Western clothing and calling for women to remove their hijab. With his urging, in 1936, came Kashf-e hijab (the unveiling), a law making it obligatory for women to remove their veil or head scarf in public.


More than eighty years ago, there was a law that banned the wearing of the hijab. If I had been alive then, I’d have opposed that law not because I believe in the hijab but because I believe in freedom of choice. Women should have the right to choose what they wear.


Reza Shah’s reign came to an end after Soviet and British forces occupied the country in August 1941 to ease the shipment of weapons to Russia, then fighting Nazi Germany. Reza Shah had hired hundreds of German technicians to help on various projects, and the British demanded their expulsion. The presence of these technicians was the justification that Britain needed to invade Iran. Reza Shah abdicated in favor of his twenty-two-year-old son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The new king pursued his father’s program of modernization and introduced secular education and a legal system, imported Western technology and industry, and spent heavily on his armed forces. Thanks to the Pahlavis, Iran became a modern country.


This was the peak of women’s rights. Under the Pahlavis, women made substantial gains, especially in matters of family law and divorce. They drove cars, worked outside the home, voted in elections, ran for political office, and were appointed to cabinet positions.


Until then, the hijab was not a contentious issue, at least not in the cities. In urban centers, you could find women without hijab working and living alongside religious women who wore the full hijab.


In 1978, the Shah was hit by the perfect storm of protests when liberal opponents who wanted more political freedom joined forces with the clerics, who complained about lax morals, and the radical left, which wanted a worker’s paradise. The combined opposition under the leadership of Khomeini proved too much, and Mohammad Reza Pahlavi left Iran in January 1979, never to return.


He was the third king in a row to be forced into exile. A more democratic freedom beckoned, but instead Iran turned toward religious authoritarianism. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, exiled for more than fifteen years, mostly in Iraq and then in France, returned to a hero’s welcome, greeted by millions of Iranians as if he were the Messiah. The unsmiling Khomeini, then in his late seventies, didn’t look heroic at all. Even on the day of his triumphant return, Khomeini had the look of a coldhearted man: There was no sign of elation or joy. He promised harsh justice. Within ten days, the regime left behind by the Shah collapsed and the Islamic militants took over.


As the revolution took on a more Islamic hue, the question of the hijab and women’s rights came up more and more. The trouble was that at the dawn of revolutionary Iran, women’s concerns were an afterthought. In the beginning, Khomeini had spoken of his respect for democracy, human rights, and freedom of religion. It was only after the triumph of the revolution that many women realized that they had willingly ceded their rights and brought about a regime that demanded their subjugation.


On March 8, 1979, one hundred thousand women turned up for International Women’s Day to protest laws to introduce compulsory hijab and other Islamic restrictions. Until then, Women’s Day had passed unnoticed in Iran. Shadowing the demonstration were mobs of zealots and paramilitary forces armed with knives, broken glass, bricks, and stones. They attacked and injured many women while security forces watched passively.


The huge demonstration certainly had some results—one leading cleric, Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleghani, declared that “women cannot be forced to wear the hijab.” His was a minority voice.


The Islamists were undeterred. In 1979, Hassan Rouhani, a junior cleric who in 2013 became Iran’s seventh president, oversaw the reorganization of the armed forces. He was the first to order the women who worked for him to wear the hijab or be fired. In ministry after ministry, women were given a choice: Wear the hijab or don’t come to work. Soon after, even those entering a government building had to wear the hijab. By 1983, compulsory hijab was the law.


Over a number of years, the Islamic government made life worse for women. The law in the Islamic Republic put the value of a woman’s life and the value of her testimony at half of a man’s. Women were barred from becoming judges, in accordance with Islamic tradition. Beaches were segregated, as were cinemas and many public spaces, including sports stadiums. Under the Shah, family law was based on Sharia law but was reformed to allow women the right to divorce and retain custody of children. After the revolution, those reforms were reversed. The changes didn’t happen overnight, and the women resisted and put up a fight, especially over the issue of compulsory hijab, which set the tone for how women’s rights would shape up.


Iran’s first revolutionary decade was traumatic and bloody. First came revolutionary terror, as the new regime executed hundreds of former political leaders and military commanders, often without trial. Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein took advantage of the turmoil to invade Iran. The war started days after my fourth birthday.


Even as the bombs were falling, the regime went about eliminating all internal opposition, from Islamic Marxist groups like the Mojahedin-e Khalq to the Fedayin and the communist party, the Tudeh. Executions, forced confessions, and torture were common.


But the Islamic Revolution had also brought about changes in village life. In the fields, men and women worked together and the women, including my mother, aunts, cousins, and nieces, would roll their trousers up to their knees and wade into the rice paddies. They’d put on a loose head scarf, and if it slipped off, no one complained.


The new regime tried to ban laughter and fun. For a while, chess and pop music were banned. Women singers were particularly hated and most of the stars, among them Haydeh, Mahasti, and Sousan, left the country or were forced to stay hidden from view—a fate that befell the country’s biggest pop star, Googoosh, before she too left Iran, in 2000. Wedding parties were segregated, with men and women sitting in different rooms or in the same room but separated by a rope and blankets so no one could see the other side.


My father was more than just committed to the Islamic Republic. He enlisted in the Basij, a paramilitary group used as an auxiliary security force, and part of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards, created to protect the regime. In the early days of the revolution, he and other basijis would set up roadblocks at night stopping cars coming from Babol to search for music tapes and alcohol, both of which were forbidden.


He’d delight in smashing cassette tapes, stomping on them or even breaking them with his hands. With his short temper and angry manner, he was known as the “cranky basiji” who lectured the young men he caught. AghaJan was famed for his zeal in lecturing young men about attending the Friday prayers.


As far back as I can remember, all the women in my family slept with our head scarves on. Everyone including Mother, my sister, my grandmother, even cousins and nieces. It sounded strange years later when I tried to explain it to my friends in Tehran, or even later, in London and New York. But the truth of it is that we kept our head scarves on all the time, indoors and outdoors. After sleeping with my head scarf on, every morning before getting up I had to make sure it had not slipped off during the night, as it would upset AghaJan and he’d complain.


My hair was part of my identity, but you couldn’t see it. When I was growing up, my hair was no longer part of my body. It had been hijacked and replaced with a head scarf.




CHAPTER THREE


School was all wrong. For the first three years, the classes were set up so that boys sat on one side of the room, girls on the other. After fourth grade, boys and girls were taught in different classrooms. Before going to school, I had the freedom to run around and play with other boys and girls, but that stopped when I turned seven.


When the recess bell rang, we’d race out of the classroom to the school yard, screaming with pent-up energy and happiness at being let loose. We were as one, boys and girls together. Our freedom lasted for a few fleeting minutes before the supervisor caught up with us with a ruler in his hand and shouted his daily instruction: “Girls … girls … run to the back of the yard now.”


I, too, would retreat, along with the other girls, and could only envy the boys their freedom to run, wrestle, fight, kick a football.


Going to school brought another change to my outfit. I had to wear—over a tunic and baggy pants—a maghnaeh: a combination hooded neck and head scarf that resembled a habit, tightly covering my forehead, chin, and neck and part of my chest as well. Until then, I used to run around with just a head scarf tied tightly with a knot under my chin to keep all my hair in check. Later, in middle school, I wore the manteau—a drab, loose-fitting longish coat—over a long skirt or pants.


How I envied the boys, who could wear almost anything they liked.


At school, the teachers rewarded us with stickers of cartoon characters for good behavior, or for getting good grades on tests. The TV cartoon characters chosen were popular in Iran at the time: a girl called Nell, Hannah in the field (or Katri of the meadows, as she is called in the West), and Alice in Wonderland. I looked at the pictures with great envy. The three heroines were girls with long blond hair loosely brushed or tied in a ponytail. Their hair was not captive inside a piece of cloth. These girls were full of energy—they ran around, met people, made friends, and were active and happy. And they didn’t have a hijab. They had freedoms that I didn’t.


If I wanted to be free like the cartoon girls I would have to start my own revolution.


Our teachers were all men, except for Zahra Moaalem (Zahra the teacher). She was different from all the women I had met until then. Zahra was from the city of Kerman, in the southeast of Iran. She was very exotic. She looked different from other women I had met until then—she had darker features, wore colorful scarves, and took off her chador inside the classroom, folding it neatly over her chair. She was friendly to children in ways that the male teachers couldn’t be. They relied more on giving us a beating with the back of the ruler or the rod. I was entranced by her and soon daydreamed about being Masoumeh Moaalem, Masoumeh the teacher, when I grew up.


During the month of Ramadan, when Muslims worldwide fasted from dawn till dusk, the local mosque offered Quran classes in the evening, and AghaJan made sure to take me and Ali with him. I learned not only to read the Quran but to recite it aloud in a melodic way. My parents encouraged me to develop this gift and hoped that I might become a professional Quran reciter.


At an early age, all children are taught to chant “Death to Amrika” (the way “America” is pronounced in Iran), and I was not immune. On special occasions, like the anniversary of the occupation of the U.S. embassy or the anniversary of the revolution, we would assemble in the school yard and chant, under the watchful eye of the principal and other teachers, “Death to Amrika, death to Israel, death to Ingilis”—England.


To attend middle school, I had to commute to Noushiravankola, a bigger village, where I met girls from different hamlets. The middle school was a single-sex institution; the boys went to school a block away.


In the summer of 1989, as I approached teenagehood, I thought my world was going to end. On Saturday, June 3, Khomeini, the founder of the Islamic Revolution and the Supreme Leader of Iran, died. He was eighty-nine, but his death was still a big shock to the nation. People said Khomeini had been sent directly by God to save Iran and that he was divinely blessed, for how else could he overthrow the monarchy and stand up to the Americans? Some even claimed to have seen his image on the moon. Khomeini was the only leader of Iran that I had ever known, a stern father figure who was always around. When I heard the news at school tears streamed out of my eyes as we were let out early. Teachers and students—we were all in shock. I cried all the way home and burst in to tell my mother, who had already heard the news on the radio. I remember distinctly that everyone I knew thought the United States was going to attack and take over the country.


“The Americans are coming to steal Iran away. They’ll kill us all.”


I really thought we’d face another war immediately. It was not rational, but, like millions of Iranians, I had been brainwashed by the daily propaganda on the national television and radio stations. I thought it was only Khomeini who was strong enough to stand up to the greedy U.S. capitalists. Many years later, I discovered that Khomeini was a coldhearted dictator who ordered the execution of thousands of Iranians.


But at middle school I had different, and more personal, concerns—that was when my body started changing. I developed curves where there had been none before. I was becoming more feminine, and I was confused and embarrassed by these developments. Many girls felt the same way—we were taught to hide our bodies, to hide our feminine shape.


At high school, I named my breasts my “two orbs of sin.” I felt guilty about my new body. I was taught that women’s bodies encouraged men to commit sin, so it was up to us to hide our curves under the hijab. I’d stoop as I walked, and cross my arms to cover and hide my chest. I certainly didn’t talk about such matters at class or at home. The first time I got my period, I was almost fourteen. I was hanging out with friends and had to run home to tell Mother. I was frightened and kept apologizing to her and wishing the bleeding would stop. She kept smiling, as if this was something to be happy about.


Maybe she thought I was ready to be married off.


Mother and AghaJan did not have much of an education, but they were determined that their children would not end up like them. There were no suitors for me, and in any case, they both insisted that I get my high school diploma. At fourteen I had to leave home for high school in Babol, then a small city of fifty thousand or so but to me the biggest and most exciting place to be.


During winters, I used to wake up to the stink of shoes. AghaJan would bring our shoes in from the veranda before dawn every day. He didn’t want us to wear freezing cold shoes. But Ali and I each had only one pair, and we wore them all the time. They were smelly. My father’s daily act of kindness meant that the room would fill up with the rancid smell of shoes that retained the sweaty odor of the day and night before.


At around six o’clock Mother would shake me gently to get me up.


“C’mon, my sweet girl, time to get ready for school. The day has started and you’re going to be left behind,” she’d say in a singsong voice. “Hurry, my child.”


But the smell of shoes would already have woken me up. I’ve always been hyper in the mornings, bouncing with energy. I’d stumble outside, carrying my stinky shoes to the veranda before racing to the toilet to beat Ali. In early autumn, this was not a problem. As the rains came, stumbling around on the muddy path to the outhouse as a torrent pelted us was a challenge. Even when it was raining, I’d still want to race Ali, but now the risks were much greater. If I fell, I had to go back and change, and Mother would not be happy. But that never stopped me.


Mother didn’t like scolding me. AghaJan usually left before we were up and about, but he’d tell Mother to make sure we said our morning prayers. Ali and I were not terribly keen on praying. Mother prayed but didn’t have the heart to force us. Some days AghaJan would not leave for the fields and instead did chores around the house. On those days, as soon as I opened my eyes I could just tell if Father was around. Maybe all children have that extrasensory power, being able to detect how the electric charge in the air changes when a parent is away. When AghaJan was gone, there was more noise, more silliness, more life—Ali would spread the sofreh on the floor as I helped make the tea and warm up the bread. He and I would mock-fight and try to trip each other up even as we rushed around doing our morning chores. When AghaJan was there, we were more careful—stealthy in our movements and quiet in our speech.


At around 6:20, we packed our schoolbags and rushed to catch the bus that traversed the other villages—Noushiravankola, Esbukola, and Hajikola—to the central bus station in Babol. From there it was a short walk to Azarm High School, which dated back to the 1930s. The school had survived a world war, two revolutions, and three heads of state and was still going strong. Ali went to the boys’ school not too far away.


For the return journey, all the children, boys and girls, would gather in two separate groups at a square near our school and wait together for the buses home. Ali hung out with the boys, who talked and laughed loudly and sometimes staged mock fights. The girls all turned their backs on the road and the boys, and instead faced a wall. It made for a strange sight: girls of all sizes and shapes wearing black chadors that completely covered their bodies, revealing only their faces, turned to the wall so as not to have any contact with the boys. Sometimes as I was waiting I’d catch sight of AghaJan on his moped heading home. But he never once looked in my direction. The geese and chickens he hadn’t managed to sell stuck their heads out of air holes in the cardboard box he had tied to the rack on the back of his moped. I guess it was funny seeing AghaJan zipping by with a bunch of scrawny birds swaying precariously on the back. The boys would laugh and jeer at him. Ali didn’t want to lose face in front of his friends, so he kept quiet. But once I realized they were laughing at AghaJan, I was steaming mad. The next time I saw him coming toward us, I turned away from the wall and glowered at the boys, daring them to laugh at my father.


No one laughed that day. Or ever again, whenever I was around.


That evening, AghaJan called me over to him. I thought he was going to thank me for standing up for him and the family honor. I should have known better.


“Why can’t you be chaste and virtuous like other girls?” he said with real displeasure. “All the other girls were facing away from the boys, but you were the only one who was flirting.”


“Flirting?” I asked incredulously. “I didn’t want them to laugh at you.”


He wasn’t convinced. “If you mix with boys, you bring shame to the family.”


The daily commute to Babol sapped my strength and I was sick a lot. I was so skinny that my mother was convinced I had worms and kept taking me to the doctor to be checked.


My sister Mina had married Mohsen’s wartime buddy Ramzoon, who was in the Revolutionary Guards, and they lived in a small one-bedroom apartment in Babol. To save on my daily commute, it was decided that I should move in with them and only return to Ghomikola for the weekends. Ramzoon and Mina would sleep in the bedroom, while their two children and I would sleep on the floor in the living room. This was the first time I was going to be away from home, and I was very excited. I felt I was on the cusp of being a grown-up.


Ali and I were both avid readers—addicted to books, really. In high school, I had an insatiable urge to read. I read everything from the science fiction tales of Jules Verne to the novels of Victor Hugo and Charles Dickens—Miss Havisham gave me the creeps, but I read Great Expectations again and again. And I wasn’t just hooked on translations of Western novels; I read Persian classics and modern masterpieces: Ahmad Mahmoud’s Hamsayeha (The Neighbors), Nader Ebrahimi’s seven-volume Atash Bedoon Dood (Fire Without Smoke), and the poetry of the immensely influential Ahmad Shamlou, whose vivid imagery of everyday life often left me breathless.


AghaJan didn’t pay a penny toward the cost of my books. I had no choice but to “liberate” books—I sneaked them out of the public library and even raided the school library but soon ran out of choices. Of course, “liberate” is a fancy word for “steal.” I saw myself as a female Robin Hood. After I finished reading the books, I always passed them on to other kids in my circle. I’d convinced myself that I wasn’t actually stealing but finding new readers for books that were gathering dust on shelves. I didn’t keep any of these books for myself.


I also visited the bookstores of Islamic centers, where I could get my hands on Ali Shariati’s interpretations of Shia Islam. Shariati, a sociologist with a PhD from the Sorbonne, encouraged revolutionary ideas in Islam and was very popular with the teenage crowd.


When I wasn’t reading, I was getting into trouble. I have always had a beautiful voice, and if you don’t believe me I’d be happy to sing for you to prove it. I was singled out at school to recite Quran, which is a great honor. Every year there are nationwide competitions to choose the best Quran reciter. And not just in Iran. There are international competitions in which reciters from across the Muslim world turn up to compete.


At Azarm, I was hailed as one of the school’s top reciters, which of course made my father very proud. My voice was a gift from God, he said. As usual, Ali teased me, because he knew I wasn’t religious at all. “One day you’re reading Marx, the next you are reciting Quran,” he joked. “You’re going back and forth between heaven and hell.”


On the day of the competition, I sat cross-legged on a futon on the stage, opened the Quran that rested on the little table in front of me, and very deliberately adjusted the microphone stand. I closed my eyes and started intoning a verse from the Quran in Arabic, and then I switched to reciting an epic poem by Shamlou in Persian.


Instead of the Quranic verse, I recited:




“They smell your mouth


Lest you have said: I love you!


They smell your heart!


These are strange times, my dear.”





As my voice reverberated through the hall, the effect was electric. Students started shouting, whooping, clapping, and whistling in delight. I was shaking my fist in the air to punctuate the poem. One of the teachers in charge of the program turned off the microphone to shut me down. Undeterred, I stood up and continued to shout out the rest of the poem.




“We must hide our emotions in dark closets!”





Two teachers rushed the stage, and each grabbed me by one arm and began dragging me away. Even then, I continued to shout out the poem as thunderous cheering erupted all around me. I screamed the last line really loudly:




“We must hide our God in dark closets.”





I was reprimanded for my unannounced and unappreciated poetry recital. That was the end of any plans to push me to become a Quran reciter.


I was living in Babol with my sister for a year or so before I decided that I didn’t want to wear the chador. Women from the village wore it, but the young girls in the city, although still adhering to compulsory hijab rules, were not so conservative. I wanted to be modern, but it took me some time to get my courage up. It was around my sixteenth birthday that I abandoned the chador. I’d leave Mina’s house wearing it, but once I turned the corner, I’d take it off and stuff it in my backpack. I was still covered head to toe—I had a maghnaeh and a head scarf; a roopoosh, or long-sleeved dress, over my shirt and trousers; and a manteau. I’d put the chador on again on my way back as I neared Mina’s. I still feared that Mina and Ramzoon would not tolerate me without my chador. Most girls in Azarm wore a chador, but that’s because the school catered to very traditional families. My teenage freedom was stealthy! I spent the weekends in Ghomikola and wore my chador whenever I left the house.
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