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Saturday

I was born in this place, I know Tehran, I’ve got friends here. Soon I’ll have to head back to Paris, where I live. My return ticket, with Iran Air, is ready. One slight concern, nothing really: I need to renew my Iranian passport.

I’m used to it. It normally takes three days. I’ve got ten days to spare: that’s more than enough.

To renew my passport I have to get, amongst other things, Islamic-style ID photos: no hair appearing beneath the scarf, no visible make-up, no smile. Basically you have to produce a picture of a woman looking straight at the lens when, in her day-to-day life, she isn’t allowed to look men in the eye.

In order to compose a photograph like this - and it really is a composition, not a snapshot - I absolutely have to find a professional photographer. They’re used to this sort of exercise: they have at their disposal a range of thick plain scarves, make-up remover for eyes and lips, and a long coat with a collar that buttons right up, in other words all the paraphernalia needed to transform an ordinary woman - whatever length her hair, however much  make-up she’s wearing, and whether she’s wearing a print dress or jeans and a T-shirt - into an Islamic woman.

The way an Islamic woman looks has been carefully thought out. It means something: the veil covering her head represents martyrs’ blood shed during the Iran-Iraq war (more than a million dead on the Iranian side); the buttons on her collar, pressing on her throat and choking her slightly, are an allusion to the healthy state of her husband’s or brother’s honour, for the simple reason that those buttons ensure no one can see her female flesh.

Before going to one of these photo studios - I can think of a couple not far from home - I take the precaution of not reapplying my lipstick in case the photographers are short of lotion, and I choose a black scarf and crinkle-effect blouse with a high collar, bought at Pleats in Paris. The design doesn’t reveal, or even suggest, a single bodily curve because it drowns the bust under swathes of pleated polyester. In Iran very few people know the designer Issey Miyake, and covering up with one of his ample garments can’t betray the least sartorial affectation, which might be seen as questionable.

Still, I do decide to put on a bit of perfume. A glance at my dressing table and I choose Santa Maria Novella’s Rose. Perhaps I’m secretly hoping that, thanks to my perfume and the unsuspected elegance of my top, I might be able to contaminate the Islamic prototype with a bit of womanliness thanks to a few subtle, invisible and undetectable hints of Japan and Florence.

I go out and, after a few minutes’ hesitant walk along collapsing pavements punctuated with electrical cables, I catch sight of the two photo studios. They’re not far apart. One is named after Mehdi, the hidden Imam, the one who disappeared down a well long ago, and whose return  has been solemnly awaited by fervent Shiites for twelve centuries.

The other studio is called Ecbatana, the name of the ancient capital of the Achaemenid sovereigns who built Persepolis. I choose the second. Before the Islamic Revolution I wouldn’t have minded which one I went to and might even have opted for the first, in recognition of one of my cousins whose name is Mehdi. Now I choose the greatest antiquity, the illustrious heyday of Persia.

I stop in front of the Ecbatana studio’s window display and read the words written on the glass: WE CAN FILM AND PHOTOGRAPH ALL YOUR SPECIAL OCCASIONS. This instantly reminds me of an acquaintance of ours, the son of a social-climbing upstart from the north of Iran, who had his father’s funeral filmed by a professional director. The tape was handed round the family until the first anniversary of the death, when the rich young orphan hired a giant screen in the gardens of the family home and projected the film of the ceremony, now edited and set to  Für Elise.

Black clothes, black gladioli, black hangings: it looked like the reverse of a wedding. Not that the young man was particularly sensitive to the memory of this funeral but, to display his fortune, he had chosen to show off the burial of the man who probably handed it down to him: his father.

As I glance at the photos dressing the shop front, I see a bridegroom in profile, with slicked back hair, plucked eyebrows and a touched-up nose modelled on Brad Pitt’s. In a manicured hand with a hint of nail polish, he is holding a bouquet of white roses towards an absent bride. You see, current law forbids displaying photos of women in any kind of shop window, so those white roses are destined for no one.

In the next picture another groom is opening the door of a Mercedes decorated with flowers and ribbons, to reveal a silhouette that I can only assume is his betrothed although all I can make out are her feet, just touching the ground and crammed into tight shoes with stiletto heels. I spend a long time looking at this picture which strikes me as slightly subversive. The Islamic powers actually forbid women wearing high heels because the clicking of a woman’s heels as she walks could always arouse a good Muslim, therefore provoking dangerous sensations.

For a moment I picture Wall Street with its hundreds of women in court shoes running in every direction, blissfully unaware that they are unleashing better erections in New York brokers than Viagra can produce. I can’t take my eyes off those satin shoes in the Mercedes, the only evidence that there is a woman on the far side of the door. They remind me of ones I’ve bought myself or have been given by other people, but have never worn because they’re too tight. The invisible bride must have been given them - these abbreviated shoes - as a present, probably from her future sister-in-law who’d just got back from a trip to Dubai or somewhere else.

Ah, Dubai and the Iranian middle class! For the last fifteen years all that Iranians can dream about is spending long weekends (from Wednesday evening to Friday evening) in the highly concreted paradise that is Dubai. Getting there doesn’t require endless insurmountable procedures at the consulate to obtain a visa, or knowledge of English, German or Swedish. Most of the shops are run by fellow-countrymen who have fled the Islamic regime, and Persian is spoken and heard everywhere. Even if a situation means you really have to use the Arab language, whole  chunks of Muslim prayers can come to your aid at any time. Allah akbar (God is great), for instance, can help indicate astonishment at some monument, such as the Burj al-arab; al hamdollah (thanks be to God), is freely used as any expression of gratitude; serat al-mostaghim (the path of righteousness) to point the way to a taxi driver, and so on. Prayer is a tremendous help to tourists.

People who grow rich in Tehran eagerly spend their money on the beaches of Dubai, in their swimming costumes, with a glass of whisky in their hand and a horizon full of high-rise buildings behind them. Here their lucky wives can go out without Islamic scarves, aerating their fake blonde hair to the whims of the wind, the hot wind of the Arabian desert, even strolling about the foyers of large hotels in shorts and blouses, and bringing home gifts for cousins less blessed by fate or for future brides: shoes that are always too tight.

That’s where I abandon the invisible bride’s stilettos which have taken me all the way to Dubai, not without a fleeting thought for the European fetish for shoes and for Catherine Deneuve’s patent-clad foot, dressed by Roger Vivier, silently climbing the stairs in the brothel for the first time in Belle de jour.

Further along the window I notice a picture of a little girl of six or seven, certainly less than nine - the age of puberty for girls. She’s blowing towards a candle on a birthday cake cut into four pieces, each bearing one of the letters of the word LOVE. The child in the photo is wearing more make-up than a chorus girl at the Moulin Rouge. The sequins stuck round her eyes, the silvery powder on her hair and the red of her nails bring me out in goose pimples. Her puckered lips miming blowing out the candle (egged on by her mother, she must have  re-enacted the gesture a dozen times for the purposes of the picture) could teach the most experienced porn actress a thing or two about simulated desire and fake longing. By exhibiting her like this, before she was old enough for enforced scarf-wearing, her mother must have been transferring her own thwarted dreams on to her offspring.

The photographer waves me in: befarmayin, befarmayin.

I step into the shop where, as everywhere, portraits of the Ayatollah Khomeyni and the current Supreme Guide Ayatollah Khameneyi have pride of place. When I explain that I’ve come for passport photos the man tells me his colleague, who actually takes the pictures, will be back in a few minutes. I deduce that he won’t be back for at least an hour and immediately regret choosing the Ecbatana studio and not the Mehdi. I try to leave with the excuse that in the meantime I need to go to an electrical repairman with my hairdryer which I’m lugging round in a basket bought at Aigues-Mortes in France.

‘Your hairdryer’s broken?’ he asks, using the informal you-form everyone seems to employ since the Islamic Republic was established.

‘Yes.’

‘And how did it happen?’

I reply without thinking, ‘Yesterday evening, when I started drying my hair after my bath, it just suddenly stopped. That’s all.’

‘Have you got it with you?’

‘The hairdryer? Yes.’

‘Can I see it?’

‘Of course.’

I open my French basket. He takes the contraption in his pudgy hands, looks at it for a moment, takes a screwdriver  from a drawer in the store room and immediately attacks the beast. He is short, limp, almost bald, aged between thirty and thirty-five, and wearing a gold chain round his neck. I now realise it’s too late, I’ve just made a mistake, and won’t get out of his studio for hours. The little man spreads the entrails of my Babyliss 2300W before me with meticulous care.

‘Don’t worry, it’ll only take five minutes,’ he says.

Why didn’t I choose the Mehdi studio? They wouldn’t have talked to me in that familiar you-form, they wouldn’t have dissected my hairdryer to kill time, keeping me pinioned in their shop waiting for a photographer.

I’m about to leave, almost prepared to give up on my Babyliss, when the door bursts open and the photographer we’ve been waiting for comes in. Now, he’s more on the good-looking side. He has lots of thick hair storming about his face. With one eye still on my Babyliss in its component pieces, I tell him I’m here for a passport photo.

‘Very good,’ he says, ‘this way.’

He uses both his hands to push back his mass of hair, and points me towards a darkened corner. Several Islamic coats are hanging on the wall and I notice scarves and bottles of make-up and make-up remover on a table. The photographer points out that the mascaras, hairbrushes and blushers are for Iranian clients dealing with foreign consulates or who live in Europe or the US. They make the most of Iran’s highly competitive rates to have a whole selection of portraits done to hand out to foreign universities, police headquarters and whoever asks for them.

The photographer points at a beige coat and advises me to put it on because my blouse strikes him as too creased. I restrain myself from telling him about Issey Miyake’s  famous pleats and do as I’m told. As I put the coat on I try not to inhale the smell that I imagine is impregnated in it, the smell of shanbelileh, a herb found exclusively in Iran which, when used in cooking, only leaves the eater’s body after days and days of washing. Half of Iran is steeped in this smell, the other half in the reek of petrol.

Since childhood I haven’t been able to bear the smell of  shanbelileh. I put the coat on and, just as I feared, recognise exhalations of the wretched plant. I throw the garment down on a chair and explain to the photographer that my ruffled blouse won’t ‘ruffle’ the authorities at the Ministry of the Interior, that I’d prefer to stick to it and he can start getting his equipment ready.

‘Very well,’ he says.

He leads me to the studio, adjusts the height of the seat, goes round behind the camera, comes back out and, with a finger that smells of cigarettes, rubs away the subtle traces of my lipstick and zips my blouse up further. Then he holds my chin still and runs his hand under my scarf to tuck away a rebellious lock of hair. What sort of verdict would a doctor of religion reach confronted with this situation: a woman alone with a stranger in a dark room, letting him stroke her lips, her neck, her chin and her hair without saying a word?

‘Hell in the next world, prison in this one,’ the learned soul would reply.

The photographer opens the door to the changing area. He can’t bear the rose-scented perfume I’m wearing, it reminds him too much of mosques and cemeteries, he tells me. I think of the thousands of hours invested by monks and nuns at the Officina de Santa Maria Novella in Florence, only for their fragrance to end up being compared to the smell of Muslim cemeteries. All my efforts are  falling flat. Neither the Pleats blouse, the Santa Maria Novella Rose nor even my Dries Van Noten pumps succeed in impressing the photographer. I look at the lens without smiling and hold my breath. He takes the picture.

When we come out of the studio the Babyliss is still completely dismantled on the counter. The little salesman reassures me once again: I can come back to pick up the photos and the hairdryer that same evening. Everything will be ready.

My mobile suddenly rings. A call from Paris. I answer in French and now, for the first time, I make an impression. All of a sudden they stop using the informal form of address. After a moment’s silence the salesman and the photographer, Hassan and Morad (those are the names they call each other), offer me a chair and a cup of tea. I want to pay and leave, but they insist. In the end the two men confide in me with their hopes: what they really want is to go somewhere - anywhere - in Europe. In order to achieve this they have to fill in a request for a Schengen visa. Hassan opens his briefcase and hands me two forms in Swedish. I tell them I don’t speak Swedish, can’t read the form and am even less equipped to fill it in.

‘Write in French, it doesn’t matter,’ they reply.

I pick up my pen and fill in the boxes for their names. I ask them for their dates of birth using Christian dating. Morad runs his hands through his long hair in a gesture that is clearly quite a habit and admits that he doesn’t know it. Neither does Hassan. They don’t have their passports on them. They announce that they will bring them to my house that evening with the photos and the hairdryer.

‘I have to go out with my husband this evening,’ I say.

I feel they’re on to my subterfuge straight away because  they point out that they could leave the package with a neighbour or with the caretaker in my building.

‘You could just fill in the forms tomorrow morning and slip them under the shop door. Whenever suits you.’

Now I’m feeling reassured: I won’t have to see them again. I agree and take the forms.

‘How much do I owe you?’ I eventually ask, purse in hand.

Speaking in unison, they refuse any payment point blank, either for the photos or the hairdryer which is still in pieces at the moment. When I insist, they decline my offer again:

‘No, no, you don’t owe us anything.’

I persevere. Still in vain. In the end I give in. I know that there are limits even to Iranian tarof, the affectation of refusing out of politeness the things you most want: at a dinner party, for example, when someone offers you another helping and you’re dying to have some, you say no, no thank you and no again. I understand that I mustn’t press my point and that, in their way, the photographers are sincere in their refusal. It’s part of their upbringing and their customs.

‘Why do you want to leave Iran?’ I ask before going out.

Once again Morad sweeps his hair off his forehead with both hands, then looks right at me with his black eyes with their interminable lashes and, without raising his voice, says:

‘Iran is a cage.’

Without replying I close the door of the shop on them.

Back at home I proudly open my diary to strike through the reminders Get passport photos and Repair hairdryer, only to wonder whether the gesture is altogether valid. At the moment I don’t actually have the pictures or the hairdryer.
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A little later the caretaker calls me on the videophone. The device, like the building, dates back to the late 1970s. At the time an apartment with a videophone was very chic and up to the minute. Nowadays you can’t get the spare parts for the thing anywhere, either in Iran or in France, and if you inadvertently have the misfortune to look at the image, a pale, rectangular, rather frightening black and white form appears, the sort make-up artists for science fiction films should consult for inspiration.

Still, I do recognise something on the videophone’s small screen: a black horizontal bar cutting the shapeless image in two. It’s the caretaker, all right. Like all Kurds, he wears a thick Stalin moustache, and that’s what I recognise. He tells me he’s coming up to deliver a package dropped off by two men.

Mr Eskandari, our caretaker, has lost all contact with one of his sons in Sweden. Having set off, theoretically, to study or work in Stockholm, his son then joined the Swedish branch of the People’s Mujahedeen, an armed resistance movement, and never sent news again. What happened to him? No one knows. Mr Eskandari has asked every inhabitant in the building who has been to Sweden to look for his son’s name in the phone book there.

Mr Eskandari believes, probably with good reason, that his son fell foul of the movement’s leaders and was liquidated by them. He consoles himself for this disappearance with the thought that hundreds of thousands of young men also lost their lives on the Iran-Iraq front, but that doesn’t stop his eyes shining with a distinctive light whenever he hears someone’s going to Sweden.

He rings the bell. My door is always open. I can never  actually close it, still imagining I’m in our old house where the front door opened into a garden. Mr Eskandari comes in and hands me the package, and I see his expression brighten with the same tenacious hope revived every time a trip to Sweden is mentioned. I promise to ask the photographers to do everything they can to track down the missing son once they have been given their visas. He puts his hand in his pocket and takes out a tired, worn piece of paper folded in four, the same one he shows to anyone heading for Stockholm. As his slender tapering fingers glide over a series of numbers almost erased by the passage of time, he tells me they could try ringing this number. I copy it out - as I already have in the past - and reassure him as best I can, quoting the verse announcing that Jacob’s son Joseph has returned to Canaan after many years’ absence.

We both know his son is dead.

Mr Eskandari goes back down to the ground floor. He walks, as all Kurds do, very upright, almost haughtily. Completely different to the way other inhabitants of Iran walk. My mother had Kurdish origins and, despite her small frame, she plied through the air like a colossus.

I open the package, assailed once again by shanbelileh. Inside I find my Babyliss, put back together and all in order. I rush to the bathroom and plug it in - it works. I go back to the package and find my photos, very nicely touched up and actually rather gorgeous. I look ten years younger. My eyebrows, which I never pluck, are prettily curved and my wrinkles smoothed away, as is the bump in my nose. I hope the official at the Ministry of the Interior will accept this non-identity photo.

I leaf absent-mindedly through their passports. They’ve clearly only been to Syria where Iranians go on a pilgrimage  to the tomb of a sister of one of our Imams - I forget which. Before the Revolution no one went to Syria. But what with devaluation, visa problems and the Islamisation of the country, Syria has become the favourite destination for practising Muslims after Mecca - a compulsory pilgrimage for all Muslims - and the city of Karbala in Iraq - where the Imam Hosseyn, grandson of the Prophet, is laid to rest.

Before the Revolution the rich went to Switzerland, the not so rich to the United States and the lower middle class - the ‘bazaar people’, as they were known, like shoelace salesman - didn’t travel. Nowadays charters to Syria are always full. My cleaning woman and her husband, Mohtaram and Hashem, have been there. When they came back all they could talk about was the king-size bed they’d slept in for the first time in their lives. They usually sleep in my apartment, in the workroom. As the only bed is reserved for the wife, the man sleeps on the bare floor. Honour is safe, at least under my roof.

A king-size bed so close to the sanctuary of a sister of a Shiite Imam . . . what an adventure!

I conscientiously fill out the photographers’ forms, leaving blank the details of friends and relations in the country (they don’t have any) as well as the names of their wives and children, which I don’t know. I think I really should pay them: the favour I’m doing them (writing a few lines on a form) doesn’t compare to the cost of photos and repairing a hairdryer. All the same, in my diary I strike out - definitively this time - the notes Get passport photos  and Repair hairdryer.

Mission accomplished. I’m delighted to have completed two difficult tasks in the same day. When I call my friends  to share my exploits with them, they all advise me to pay the photographers as soon as possible.

I put on the DVD Rapunzel, dubbed in Persian, for my three-year-old daughter Kiara, and we fall asleep on the sofa in the library.




Sunday

I wake up to the indisputable fact that I must confront the photographers again. The war of the tarofs will be waged: insistence that I pay on my part, stubborn refusal on theirs. I even think of a way round it - sending Mr Eskandari to their shop with the sum I owe them (or thereabouts), the half-filled-in forms and a letter of recommendation, so that once they’re in Sweden they do everything they can to find our caretaker’s missing son.

Yes, it’s a good idea. I call my friend Nargess who is my main adviser in Iran, and ask her how much ID photos cost. She names a sum which strikes me as much lower than the usual price, but then she tends to undervalue everything. When she’s shopping she always feels she’s being swindled and the salesman hardly need say anything before she starts barking.

‘How much is this vase?’ she would ask in an bric-a-brac shop, for example.

‘Forty thousand tomans.’

‘What? What’s going on?’ she starts wailing. ‘Do you think we’re stupid, or something? Tell me, didn’t your  brother’ - she’s another one who’s been using the informal you on everyone since the Revolution - ‘buy this same vase from my mother for ten thousand tomans?’

‘Yes, but that was ten years ago. At the time the dollar was at five hundred tomans,’ the salesman usually replies, and he does have a point.

‘Exactly, and now it’s at a thousand tomans. So your vase shouldn’t be worth more than twenty thousand!’ proclaims Nargess, raising her voice, occasionally becoming so loud she’s embarrassing.

At times like that I sometimes picture myself on Wall Street (again!) worrying about the rate of the dollar. Would a sudden and completely unexpected drop in the American currency tip the price of the vase in my favour?

One time a customer who’d stopped to watch one of our confabulations suddenly announced, ‘I’ve seen the rate for the dollar today. It’s at nine hundred and forty-five  tomans.’

I forgot about the thing we were planning to buy and asked, ‘And the euro?’

‘One thousand one hundred and something.’

Apparently convinced that, on that particular day, her life depended on the rate of the euro, Nargess started thundering, ‘No, no, it’s at one thousand and ninety, not a  toman more!’

She’s like that. She argues about everything and will fight tooth and nail for her own interests and those of her friends. When I ask about the price of ID pictures on the phone she’s very quick with her advice:

‘Four thousand! And not a toman more!’

I thank her but decide to get a second opinion. I call my aunt, my mother’s sister. In order to get her on the phone you inevitably have to go through two or three servants  who constitute Mohtaram’s and Hashem’s entire lineage. Every time, even if I have seen them the day before, I have to ask for news not only of themselves but also of their children, their grandchildren and, since last year, their great-grandchildren.

‘Hello, greetings to Samira, greetings to Somayeh, greetings to Sima, Mojdeh, Hamid and Vali, greetings to Kurosh, Monir, Kazem and Taleb . . . By the way, is my aunt there?’

The latter eventually takes the phone and gives a long sigh (if, by any chance, she isn’t sighing then she’s crying) because of her husband, my uncle, who has lost the use of his legs. I get straight down to asking her the price of ID photos.

‘Well I don’t know, how do you expect me to know?’ she grumbles. ‘Ask Nargess!’

While I’m telling her I’ve already asked Nargess I can hear her talking to Hamid, Mohtaram and Hashem’s eldest son who works as her handyman and is probably just passing.

‘Put the parcel down on the work surface!’ she cries. ‘No, no, not there, further along, further along!’

I’m just about to hang up when I hear my aunt say, ‘Dr Bashiri’s coming over later. I’ll ask him about the photos.’

Dr Bashiri is the physiotherapist who goes to their house every day to reanimate my uncle’s now inactive muscles. Along with his portable stretching equipment, he brings them all the news from about town. He’s the official doctor for the national wrestling team and his youthfulness (he’s twenty-eight) is a source of pride to my aunt. She can’t mention him without pointing out the fact that, when the Shah left, he was only a year old.

Chubby Dr Bashiri also specialises in treating unwanted  body hair. Another source of pride for my aunt is telling people he succeeded in removing ninety per cent of his own wife’s excess hair in less than a month. Dr Bashiri’s merits, so highly praised by my aunt, have spread all the way to Washington where one of our exiled compatriots, having fruitlessly sent her rather hairy daughter to one of America’s most renowned laser clinics, decided to entrust her progeny to the young doctor.

This is the man supposed to inform me authoritatively about the price of ID photos. He’s apparently qualified to. Why? I have no idea. I don’t even ask.

I wait a couple of hours and the phone rings. It’s Hamid, my aunt’s factotum.

‘Hello, madam, are you well?’ he begins.

‘Yes, and you?’

‘Thank you. And sir, is he well?’

‘Thank you.’

‘Kiara djoun, the beloved Kiara, is she well?’

‘Thank you, she’s very well.’

‘My greetings to everyone.’

Now it’s my turn to send greetings to his family:

‘Hamid djan, dear Hamid, greetings to your wife, your sons, your daughter, your sister and her daughters, greetings to your brothers and their children.’

‘I will tell them how great and honourable you are. Dr Bashiri would like to speak to you.’

First Dr Bashiri wants to know the price suggested by Nargess. He obviously doesn’t have a clue, and I feel I’ve wasted a whole morning waiting for information from an entrepreneurial doctor who, instead of informing, starts by interrogating me. Sensing my reticence, he adds, ‘I had some ID photos done last year, when I accompanied our wrestling team to Bahrain. Have you ever been to Bahrain?’

Before the conversation launches into an endless discussion of the sultanate of Bahrain and the remarkable progress that’s been made there in two decades when we, in Iran, have only regressed . . . I give in: ‘Four thousand  tomans. Nargess said four thousand.’

‘Yes, that’s what I thought too. Round about four thousand. I paid less than three thousand last year. But with the dollar going up and up, and inflation . . .’

I take the opportunity to ask him the euro rate, out of habit, it’s a reflex, because everyone automatically keeps thinking about it. Even Hamid, who’s never set foot outside Iran.

‘One thousand one hundred and fourteen tomans today.’

I thank him.

‘By the way, Nahal khanoum, Mrs Nahal,’ he ventures before hanging up, ‘would you be able to put me in touch with Adidas?’

‘With Adidas?’

‘Yes, I’ll tell you why: I’d like to buy the rights for their brand for Iran. And if you’d be interested, we could even go into partnership.’

I can hear my aunt’s voice behind him as she listens to the conversation, already celebrating free trainers and sneakers.

Without showing too much surprise, I politely decline Dr Bashiri’s offer and make it clear that I don’t really know anyone in sportswear in France. He presses the point, referring again to our possible partnership. I refuse even more politely, guessing that his proposal rests on the simple fact that I speak French. Dr Bashiri speaks English but an English learned in Iranian school after Persian and Arabic, or picked up on the internet and tested out as far as that’s possible on foreign TV channels. He is one of those people  who watch the news on CNN and the BBC (broadcast in English, of course), but are quite incapable of formulating the tiniest scrap of a sentence themselves except for ‘good morning’ and ‘how are you’.

Still very politely, I stand my ground while trying not to humiliate the doctor for his linguistic failings, and I promise to try and find him a bilingual or even trilingual partner. I think of Nargess, who has already worked in the States for Benetton.

‘No, no,’ he interrupts me. ‘This is a confidential offer, it could be very lucrative and might awaken the interest of the authorities. Discretion is essential.’ Then he lowers his voice to add, ‘I’ll give you more details later.’

He doesn’t want to talk about it on the phone. He probably suspects he’s being tapped.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘OK, OK, we’ll talk about it, definitely.’

Finally, I hang up. A whole morning wasted.

The videophone rings. Again that horizontal bar of the caretaker Mr Eskandari’s moustache, and his voice telling me the two photographers are there. I don’t want them to come up. I get ready to go down myself to pay them and give back the forms but an ancestral, primeval, ancient voice, a voice that sometimes speaks to me although I don’t know where it’s coming from, suggests I should invite them up. That’s what people do, it’s the custom. Part of me has absolutely no desire to ask them in, offer them tea, and embark on a conversation about how difficult it is for Iranians to integrate in foreign countries; another part of me knows that I can’t do anything else. The voice (my  voice) dictates it.

I press the button on the videophone.

‘Send them up,’ I tell the caretaker.

In the meantime I go into the bathroom, touch up my  lipstick and realise I’m wearing my Pleats outfit again. To Iranian eyes, the crinkled effect of the garment clearly betrays inborn flippancy. Quite impossible for them to imagine clothes could be created creased.

Never mind: I don’t have time to change. They ring at the door. I call out to say it’s open . . . it’s always open.

As soon as they are inside the two men want to take off their shoes. Since the Revolution people have got into the habit of removing footwear the minute they’re in an apartment. This too can be explained: the floor of premises where prayers are celebrated must not be trodden by dirty shoes. So every time I want to go to some government organisation (to the Ministry of Justice, for example, where they handle disputes arising from expropriations - of which my mother was a victim - in the first few years after the Revolution), I know I ought to take my shoes off before I approach the judge or the ministerial adviser, a be-turbaned religious figure. That means being sure to wear opaque socks that day so the red varnish on my toenails doesn’t leap out at the judge, invalidating any request.

I still remember a scene two or three years ago when I addressed the entire male population of a village in the north. The gathering was composed of men who had made the most of the Revolution to seize my mother’s land. As I stood before them with no shoes, which was as it should be, all I could think of was hiding my nail varnish: I curled one foot over the other, careful to cover it up.

I decide to let the photographers come in in their footwear. Just the thought of them taking off their tired old shoes with their backs flattened down (in memory of age-old babouches which didn’t have backs), and putting them by the door to my apartment at the feet of a standing  Buddha where I keep Japanese incense burning the whole time . . . well, it makes me feel a bit sick. I’d rather they kept them on. I insist, even. I slip four thousand tomans  into an envelope, and the two men come into my sitting room with their shoes still on their feet.

Mohtaram, the cleaner who was already working for us in my mother’s day, brings us tea. As a young woman Mohtaram had bronzed skin, a thin, almost bony nose and a svelte figure. All she longed for, though, were white skin, a fleshy nose and a curvaceous body. My mother and I used to think that, had she been born into a wealthier family, her wickedly fashionable physique would have helped her marry a banker’s son and spend her holidays in Gstaad instead of Qom. In the end, a bit plumper but still tanned, she came to live in my apartment and do whatever I needed on my trips to Iran. Her hair is hidden beneath a scarf, like in the old days under the Shah’s regime, but what has changed since then is that she no longer wears a chador. Like all other non-chador women, when she goes out Mohtaram puts on a simple coat which hides her figure.

The fact that I have a cleaner, which proves I’m from a good family, puts an end to the photographers’ informal style of address once and for all. I thank them for the hairdryer, and hand them the forms and the envelope. They take the documents but put the envelope down on the coffee table without opening it.

The tarof begins. No, they don’t want any payment. It’s out of the question. This goes on for a good half-hour during which, knowing I will eventually give in, I try to think how else I can remunerate them. During the conversation I gather that their wives, who also work together, are seamstresses. I think I’m saved. I actually have the last  few issues of Vogue, smuggled back from a trip to Paris - at the risk of being arrested by customs officers. Yes, in customs they really do ask every woman coming into Iran whether she is carrying any videos or burda. In their vocabulary, the word burda is a generic term for fashion magazines. Copies confiscated like this are sent to the Ministry for Islamic Guidance, into the hands of a conscientious employee who spends all day colouring in by hand the models’ naked hands, legs and arms so that they conform to the official image of an Islamic woman.

The Colouring Office is also responsible for blackening museum brochures and art books. It’s an all-embracing make-up operation. At a time when, on the website  avizoon.com, young Iranian women from modest backgrounds - you can tell that at a glance from the rustic simplicity of the furniture behind them - exhibit their genitalia for all the world to see, a civil servant with a black marker pen carefully blots out Aphrodite’s breasts in the catalogue for the Louvre.

I’m sure that my - uncoloured - copies of Vogue will fully satisfy my visitors, and certainly their wives. But when I try to offer them to them I can feel terrible disapproval from Mohtaram, who’s serving us a second cup of tea. As far as she’s concerned, anything in my apartment is mine and anything that leaves it is hers. When an iron stops working there’s no question of having it repaired. I have to give it to Mohtaram. That’s the rule and it’s all the more strict for being unformulated. In light of this, the repair of the hairdryer represented a veritable betrayal on my part, an affirmation that these everyday things were still my property even outside my home, which is literally inconceivable.

Mohtaram throws nothing away. Absolutely nothing.  She fishes out my empty shampoo bottles, fills them with soapy mousse and displays them, like ornaments, on the basin in her own apartment.

Predicting (and her instinct is right) that the three issues of Vogue are going to escape her clutches, she slopes bitterly back to the kitchen and doesn’t answer the phone which is ringing. With the three magazines in my hand, I quickly calculate that the price of one copy, if it’s possible to put a figure on it, is higher than the cost of the ID photos, and that giving away all three, besides the risk of seriously upsetting Mohtaram, might appear provocative, arrogant and almost suspect in its generosity. Without pausing or thinking, I hand them two issues and, with a wide smile, say, ‘A copy of Vogue for each of your wives.’

Mohtaram, who’s listening from the kitchen, then agrees to pick up the phone, which is still ringing. She knows she’s just salvaged the third copy which can now grace her coffee table - and that too came from me, last year when I rearranged my apartment.
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“Gives s a new perspective on
Iranian society and its people; it mixes
critical humour with compassion’
Azar Nafisi, author of

Reading Lolita in Tehran
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