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  INTRODUCTION

  
    We are writers. By this we mean that we write our feelings, imagination, thoughts, and scholarship in various forms and publish them. It is our natural, social, and civil right to see that our writing — be it poetry or fiction, drama or filmscript, research or criticism, or the translation of works written by other writers of the world — reach the public in a free and unhampered manner. It is not within the capacity of any person or organization to create obstacles for the publication of these works, under whatever pretext these may be.

    — The Declaration of 134 Iranian Writers, 1994

    Literature is the question minus the answer.

    — Roland Barthes

    I don’t know why, but every time I’d read a book, I’d end up wanting to fall in love.

    — Seyyed Ebrahim Nabavi in “First Love”

  

  In the last twenty-five years traumatic events — a revolution, a long bloody war, political purges, economic hardship, religious repression, and censorship — have taken place in Iran. Nevertheless, a cultural revival is occurring in literature, art, music, and cinema. Western audiences have observed only part of this surge of creativity through their recent fascination with Iranian cinema. Appreciating the breadth, creativity, and new directions in poetry and fiction has been more difficult, because this literature has not been available to the general reader in translation. What does exist in translation is mainly for academic consumption. Many writers and poets in Iran feel strongly that their work is not benefiting from the level of international scrutiny, appraisal, and criticism that makes any national literature part of world literature.

  The PEN Anthology is a step toward remedying this situation by presenting a sampling, or, as best conveyed by the Persian word golchine — a bouquet — of some of the best poems, short stories, and excerpts from novels written inside and outside of Iran since the revolution of 1979. These stories and poems, written by over fifty men and women from three generations, were chosen by Iranian writers and critics themselves solely on the basis of literary quality and translatability. Political, social, or gender considerations did not influence the decision-making process. For the Western reader, this collection provides a window into a largely undiscovered branch of world literature that will we hope bring literary enjoyment as well as a better understanding of a rich and complex culture. It is our hope that this volume will also serve to awaken further interest in the more extensive translation and publication of Iranian writers and poets.

  HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

  Classical Persian literature is a mosaic of the elaborate poetry and prose (treatise and discourse) of the court tradition, mystical devotional poetry; philosophical and love poetry; epics, legends, and travel literature. For centuries, poetry prevailed over prose. In fact, the towering figures of Persian literature who have been translated and known in the West have been the major classical poets of Iran such as Ferdowsi (940-1020), Omar Khayyam (1048-1131), Saadi, (1220-1290), Mowlana Jallaleddin Rumi (1207-1273), and Hafez (1320-1390).

  From the late nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century, Iranian literature underwent a vast transformation, partly because of contact with the West and Western literature and partly because of changes within the country. The most important internal stimulus for change was the modernist and antidespotic movement to transform Iran from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional monarchy. Although the Constitutional Revolution (1906-1911) did not ultimately achieve its long-term political goals of establishing a functioning parliament, the rule of law, and a lasting democracy, it did succeed in changing society in other fundamental ways. Educational reforms, the establishment of a vibrant press, and the growth of critical public debates about politics, religion, and society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries gave intellectuals in the nascent middle class new channels to communicate with the population at large. The use of new genres and the employment of simpler language, as well as increased literacy rates, expanded the audience for literature, and turned writers not only into observers and critics of society but mouthpieces for the people. Writers began to use literature to communicate with one another and with readers about social and political issues and about backwardness, identity, and nationalism. Literature, including fiction and poetry, came to be regarded as an instrument for educating and enlightening the population. Much of Iranian literature became a litérature engagée, and thus began a long struggle between the successive dictatorships, each with their own forms of censorship, and the intellectual, literary, and artistic communities. During certain periods, when the power of the dictatorship and the censor waned — for example, from the abdication of Reza Shah in 1941 up to the CIA and British-backed coup against Prime Minister Mossadegh in 1953 is one instance — the literary community thrived, and larger numbers of people wrote and read and participated in the prevailing social discourses.

  From the early 1960s, with the growth of the nationalist and leftist dissent against the royal dictatorship, the sense of political commitment and social responsibility of the writer as intellectual increased. The solid connection between “westernization” and “modernity” began to come under question by some writers and intellectuals, who felt that under the rule of Mohammad Reza Shah (1941-1979), the identity of Iranian culture was being undermined by the emulation of the West in most aspects of life (except, of course, democracy). Thus, many “nativist” and “nostalgic” works began to be written in the 1960s and 1970s. Many of these stories, essays, and poems reveal the gray area that exists between questioning the wholesale adoption of westernization on the one hand and questioning modernity in the form of idealizing and romanticizing ideology, tradition, or religion on the other. This literary and cultural movement also coincided with the growth of the leftist, nationalist, and religious opposition to the royal regime. Since poverty, injustice, and oppression of the many by the few became the main themes of poetry and prose, the period before the 1979 revolution has been called the high age of “committed” literature by literary historians. The state responded with stricter censorship, and by imprisoning, torturing, and executing political activists and writers. By the late 1970s literary events were indistinguishable from political gatherings, and poetry and story readings became opportunities for protesting censorship and repression.1

  WRITERS, GENRES, AND THEMES

  Undoubtedly influenced by translations of European novels such as Dumas’s The Three Musketeers and The Count of Monte Cristo, and James Morier’s The Adventures of Haji Baba of Isfahan in the 1890s, the first genres in fiction to succeed in attracting readers were historical novels and satirical portraits.2 Many of the historical novels dealt with Iran’s pre-Islamic history, or other themes of lost glory, and expressed the emerging nationalist spirit of the times. Satirical portraits were popular as a way to indulge in social or political critiques with less fear of retribution from contemporary political or religious leaders.

  In 1921, M. A. Jamalzadeh (1892-1997) wrote the first collection of short stories in Persian literature entitled Once Upon a Time. These “realistic” stories are told using colorful elements of local culture both in the choice of language and in the depiction of characters. From the 1920s onward, novels, short stories, and poetry began to deal with more social themes, such as the problems of the village and the city, modernity, and women as victims of displacement.3 Romances and adventures continued to be published in serial form in magazines.

  The towering figure of Persian prose fiction for much of the twentieth century has been Sadegh Hedayat (1903-1951). He wrote short stories, novellas, and novels as well as nonfiction. His masterly satirical portraits of people from every social group, his depiction of the contradictions that exist in societies where tradition and modernity coexist, and his philosophical and psychological perspective, made him the best-known and most translated modern Iranian writer. Particularly notable is his experimental surrealist novel The Blind Owl. Most of Hedayat’s work has been translated in English and other languages. Hedayat influenced generations of writers that followed, including Bozorg Alavi, Sadegh Chubak, and Ebrahim Golestan.

  After 1953 — the year of the CIA-sponsored royalist coup and the end of the short experiment with democratization in Iran — disappointed intellectuals and writers turned to new sources of inspiration for their work. American writers like William Faulkner, Ernest Hemingway, and John Steinbeck were read and applauded; Jean-Paul Sartre and Albert Camus also appealed to those interested in philosophical and political approaches to literature. Franz Fanon and other third world writers who addressed the various aspects of colonial domination were read, and their ideas were adapted to the Iranian situation. Socialist realism became a favored genre to explore social and political subjects. The lives of peasants and the urban poor, social injustice, cultural and political alienation were common themes in the work of Chubak, Behazin, Afghani, Al-Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar (the first female novelist), Mahmud Dowlatabadi, Hushang Golshiri, Ahmad Mahmud and Jamal Mirsadeghi.

  The modernist poetry of Nima Yushij (1895-1960), Forugh Far-rokhzad (1935-1967), Ahmad Shamlu (1926-2000) Mehdi Akhavan Saless (1928-1990), and Sohrab Sepehri (1928-1980) completely changed the form, structure, content, and language of Persian poetry from the early twentieth century. This topic will be addressed in Dr. Karimi Hakkak’s introduction to the poetry section.

  THE CURRENT STATE OF LITERATURE IN IRAN

  Most writers supported and participated in the revolution of 1979, and enjoyed the brief period of freedom of expression that it brought. Before long, the religious factions attempted to consolidate their power by taking American hostages and launching a cultural revolution. Universities were first purged of all nonreligious elements, and then closed altogether. Political opponents were imprisoned, killed, driven abroad, and otherwise silenced. Sanctioned broadly by the West including the United States, Saddam Hussein attacked Iran in September 1980. Cities were bombed, and hundreds of thousands of people perished under rockets and chemical weapons. Despite facing repression and strict censorship from their own state, war with Iraq, international vilification from abroad, and dire personal financial circumstances, Iranian writers have resumed writing and publishing from the early 1980s.4

  Today, two-thirds of Iran’s population of 70 million is under thirty years old. One-half of the population is under twenty years old. Seventy-six percent of the population is literate. Deprived of different forms of mass entertainment, the readers in Iran are mostly young, residents of the larger and smaller towns of the provinces, and — judging from the letters sent to literary journals — an increasing number of rural people.

  In spite of the censorship imposed by the strict religious ideology and by various organs of the state, the number of writers and poets has multiplied and literary magazines have flourished. Literature has begun to emerge from the private sphere and from the domain of the upper and upper-middle class to the public sphere, where many writers and readers from economically disadvantaged backgrounds are beginning to participate. A large body of feminist literature, written mainly but not exclusively by women, has also grown and flourished within this literary landscape.

  A diverse and dynamic literary environment has emerged that, interestingly, cannot be characterized as an integrated movement with an overriding set of aesthetic principles. Writers continue to write in multiple genres and styles that range from social realism to complex psychological stream of consciousness to various styles of postmodern prose. As a body of work, this literature is often apocryphal, in the sense that the stories and poems tend to be sad, often allegorical and allusive, with different dimensions of meaning and interpretation. This can be attributed to the complexity of the psychological and practical realities and emotions that the writers are trying to convey through their work, as well as to the treacherous alleys of censorship that writers have to maneuver through in order to be allowed to publish.

  Most of the writers are middle class and secular, nationalist and cosmopolitan, grappling with their perceptions of the problems of con- temporary Iran and the world.5 The revolution began as a movement against royal dictatorship and its wholesale acceptance of Western economic and cultural domination, and resulted in the adoption of a different homegrown system of repression based on a politicized religious nativism. Whereas before the revolution the state dictated everything related to politics and made Iranians feel like incomplete second-class Europeans, this regime crossed the boundaries into our innermost private spheres, setting laws and seeking to control (often by force) how we dress, eat, drink, engage in sexual behavior, think, and express ourselves. As the poet Shamlu put it in “The Blind Alley”: “They smell your breath lest you have said ‘I love you.’” The stories and poems presented here demonstrate the writers’ acute awareness of the human condition in Iran and the world.

  The body of literature is also, encouragingly, introspective and self-critical, nuanced, and, at times, nostalgic. Many writers explore aspects of Iranian history and culture to seek clues to explain the persistence of the power of religion, the ease with which those in power are able to manipulate the masses, the anatomy of patriarchy, and the savagery of war.

  THE CURRENT SELECTION

  Based on the suggestions and submissions we received, the prose selections are divided into two categories.6 The first group is made up of writers who were already established and published before the revolution, and continued to write afterward. Most have experimented with different styles and subjects over the decades, but their preferred genres and themes were short stories or novels addressing power, corruption, class differences and injustices, the effects of dislocation, alienation, and the plight and weaknesses of intellectuals. In style, they range from Ahmad Mahmud, the social realist chronicler of war, poverty, and injustice (“Scorched Earth”), to Hushang Golshiri, the chronicler of doubt, uncertainty, and contradictions, whose writing is based on the premise that reality is ultimately unknowable (”The Victory Chronicle of the Magi”). Mahmud Dowlatabadi’s “The Mirror” is an allegory of alienation in which the author departs from his previous social realist style that poignantly explored the oppression and dislocation of Iranian peasants and tribes in his previous works Klidar and The Empty Place of Soluch. Esmail Fassih (Sorraya in a Coma), Hadi Khorsandi (“The Eyes Won’t Take it”), Nassim Khaksar (“The Grocer of Kharze-ville”), and Iraj Pezeshkzad (“Delayed Consequences of the Revolution”) try to portray the different stages of the experiences of rupture, dislocation, uncertainty of identity, and exile that followed the revolution for many Iranians. In the excerpt by Taghi Modarressi (The Book of Absent People) we observe the writer locating and inscribing the self in place and time by delving into the realm of memory.

  The second group is primarily made up of writers who began to write, publish, and be read after the revolution. This varied group addressed new and taboo subjects grounded in specific less ideological situations. Awareness of gender and writing from women’s points of view permeate these works, as do critiques of patriarchy, marriage traditions, and poverty. For example, Women Without Men, “Satan’s Stones,” “Mahbubeh and the Demon Ahl,” and “A Little Secret” all focus primarily or principally on the issue of gender and women’s oppression. In the work of Shahrnush Parsipur and Moniru Ravanipur, we can readily observe a form of magic realism set in Iranian historical and regional contexts. Though both Shahrnush Parsipur and Goli Taraghi wrote before the revolution, their most important work was done in the years after it, and it is interesting to see the influence of Freudian or Jungian psychoanalytical perspectives on their work.

  Some writers in this group are from the younger generation of writers who have rejected customary narrative rules and practices in their choices of genre, language, theme, and style. They believe that the complexities and contradictions of the contemporary world are best portrayed through ambivalence and through engaging the reader with possibilities of multiple readings. The word postmodern has often been used in connection with the unusual narrative techniques, nonlinear plots, and experimental approaches to time and space employed by this group. “Shatter the Stone Tooth” by Shahriyar Mandanipur is an ex- ample of this style, as is “White Rock” by Ghazi Rabihavi, who often writes about people marginal to society.

  Both groups have certain traits in common, signifying the continuity of the literary tradition in the face of rapidly moving events such as revolution, war, and the profound social flux that follows. Complex structures based on metaphor are common in these stories, as are the practices of mixing realism and surrealism, and creating ambivalence and nuance with words and meaning. A concern with regional issues, dialects, and cultural characteristics is evident. The gender issue has assumed a very important place in almost every work of fiction in contemporary Iran. Problematic or unresolved processes and events in Iranian history appear and reappear in the stories, as if there is a desire to find the key to contemporary problems by revisiting the past. The 1953 coup, for example, seems to be in the text, or the subtext, of a large number of the stories that appear in this volume. The 1979 revolution itself and the Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988), with its widespread loss of life and destruction, are also recurring themes.

  Finally, I would like to draw attention to the fact that these stories and poems reflect the diversity and hybridity of Iran and Iranian culture itself. Multiple cultures, languages, ethnicities, religions, and world views have coexisted in this land for thousands of years and continue to do so despite the shocks of traumatic events or the passage of transient ideologies. The cosmopolitan Zoroastrian gentleman in Sor-raya in a Coma, the pious Muslim girl in “Ask the Migrating Birds,” the New York Times-reading Jewish couple in “A Room Full of Dust,” the gay couple in “White Rock,” and strong women are all familiar figures in our cultural landscape despite the stereotypes of Iranians constructed abroad.

  I mentioned above that most contemporary stories and novels have complex structures based on metaphor, a mix of realism and surrealism, and ambivalence with words and meaning. This is partly due to stylistic choices, but also partly due to the fact that being a writer in Iran has been a dangerous business. Novelist Esmail Fassih was only exaggerating slightly when in 1987 he wrote, “In the splendorous land of Iran, a good writer is a dead writer”7 In the 1980s and 1990s, since most of the political opposition to the regime had been repressed, reduced to silence, driven out of the country, or killed, intellectuals, writers, and journalists were considered to be at the forefront of the struggle for reform and democracy. In fact, not since the days of the Soviet Union have writers, intellectuals, and journalists been such an important element in the movement for reform, and, as a group, such an object of wrath, repression, and vilification by the state. The methods of repression have included various levels of censorship, economic pressures, imprisonment, torture, forced public confessions, and even assassination. From about 1992 until 2000, several writers, intellectuals, and dissidents were killed by vigilante groups directly linked to the security apparatus of the Islamic regime. The subsequent swift and persistent national and international outcry against these “serial murders” gave courage to the men and women of the literary community to continue their struggle for due process of law and freedom of expression.

  Ghazi Rabihavi’s “story” about censorship quoted below gives the reader a graphic idea of how writers have had to cope with the demands of the censor:

  
    Once upon a time, an Iranian writer wrote a 179-page-long novel, and like every other Iranian writer, presented it to the Ministry of Islamic Guidance to receive a publication permit. Then, the writer waited. The book began with the following passage: “She knew that once her husband had brought her a cup of coffee, she would feel better, like every other day. As she stood by the window, the wind slid gently over her brown arms, and her eyes were on the rising sun that was pulling itself up over the government buildings. It was a sunrise that was like a sunset.” After thirteen months spent climbing up the slippery ladder of bureaucracy, the Iranian writer finally managed to obtain an appointment with the director in charge of censorship. The director was just a head. His body was hidden behind the desk and it seemed to be reclining gently against something soft.8 The head delivered the following speech to the writer: “Unfortunately, your book has some small problems which cannot be corrected. I am certain you will agree with me. Take these first few sentences . . . nowhere in our noble culture will you find any woman who would allow herself to stand waiting for her husband to bring her a cup of coffee. OK? Well, the next problem is the image of the wind sliding over the naked arms, which is provocative and has sexual overtones. Finally, nowhere, in any noble culture will you find a sunrise that is like a sunset. Maybe it is a misprint. Here you are then. Here is your book. I hope you will write another book soon. We support you. Support you.” Then the head slid back under the desk.9

  

  While we are still on the topic of censorship, it must be pointed out that these are indeed strange times (my dear) not only in Iran, but in the United States as well. Recent rulings by the Office of Foreign Assets Control of the Treasury Department of the United States of America designated the commissioning, editing, or marketing of material written in Iran, Cuba, and Sudan as “prohibited exports of services” to enemy nations, unless a license was obtained from that department in advance. “Collaborative interaction” between a U.S. publisher and a writer from these countries was prohibited. According to PEN, the Professional/Scholarly Publishing division of the Association of American Publishers, the American Association of University Presses, and my own publisher Arcade, who joined together to file a lawsuit to change the regulations, this in effect meant that editors, translators, and publishers had to “seek a government license to carry on First Amendment-protected publishing activities or leave themselves open to criminal penalties.” In these days of the ascendance of transnationalism throughout the world, it certainly seems bizarre, if not downright shortsighted and irresponsible, to further limit the already meager lines of communication and understanding between peoples with differing perspectives. Rules and regulations such as these infringe on the freedom of expression and discourage editors and publishers from considering manuscripts from abroad, further isolating the American people from other cultures and points of view. After the lawsuit was filed, the Treasury Department issued new regulations authorizing most of the publishing activities that were previously prohibited.

  SELECTION PROCESS

  To make the selection process as representative of the will and taste of Iranian writers as possible, I sent out scores of letters to writers, poets, critics, anthologists, editors of literary journals, and university professors in Iran and throughout the world requesting their input and participation in this project. I also made two trips to Iran, where I consulted with many people in the literary community. The criteria for selection were: high-quality prose or poetry, written and (first) published in Persian since the revolution of 1979. Cultural and linguistic translatability was also added as a condition, since the anthology was meant to be accessible to the general reading public in the Western countries.

  The outpouring of response was heartwarming but daunting as well; as the rooms in my house became filled with piles and piles of letters, stories, books, and poems, some sent from remote towns and villages in Iran, I came to realize that making the selections fairly for such a volume would be extremely difficult. The literary journals sent from Iran and from various cities of Europe and the United States where exiles had settled gave testimony to a lively literary culture, and to raging debates among poets, writers, and critics concerning the current state of Iranian literature and the quality of this or that work.

  I am sure that I shall not be able to satisfy everyone with these choices, but I have tried to consider as many points of view as possible in the selections that have been made. I have also solicited the help of many readers who are first and foremost lovers of reading and literature, and not privy to disagreements in literary circles.

  Finally, I would like to point out that there were many more good stories and excerpts of novels and poems that could not be included for lack of space, translation, or permission problems. I deeply regret that the work of Zoya Pirzad, one of the best and most successful writers of this generation, and several other very gifted writers could not be published in this volume. It is my fervent hope that we will be able to publish a second volume in the near future and remedy these shortcomings.

  N.M.

  
    Footnotes

    1. For example, the Ten Nights of Poets and Writers Program at the Goethe Institute in Tehran, October 1977.

    2. Houra Yavari, “Modern Fiction in Persia” in Encyclopedia Iranica, ed. Ehsan Yarshater, vol. 9 fascicle 6.

    3. According to literary historians, many of these works were influenced by European naturalists like Emile Zola. See ibid. p. 585.

    4. Many writers made their living through teaching or writing for journals. A great number of them were purged from their teaching jobs, and journals were closed down.

    5. By “secular,” I do not necessarily mean that they are not believers; I mean that they believe in the separation of religion and state.

    6. Much of this categorization is for explanatory purposes only. Some writers from each group overlap with others and defy categorization in different stages of their writing careers.

    7. Esmail Fassih, “The Status: A Day in the Life of a Contemporary Iranian Writer,” Third World Quarterly. 9, no. 3 (July 1987): 825.

    8. Many government censors were injured and handicapped veterans of the Iran-Iraq War. As poet Ahmad Shamlu recounted, for many years the chief censor for cinema was a blind man!

    9. Ghazi Rabihavi, “With the Lost Words,” reading in London, December 6, 1996, repr. in Index on Censorship, Spring 1997.

  


  

  

  


  Prose

  

  Part One


  Mahmud Dowlatabadi

  Mahmud Dowlatabadi was born in the village of Dowlatabad, in the province of Khorassan, in 1940. After attending elementary school in his native village, he moved to Tehran to pursue his education while working at a variety of odd jobs. In his village, he had performed in the traditional religious plays (ta’zieh) that recount the suffering and injustices that befell the Shi’a imams, and in Tehran he attended classes at a conservatory and worked in the theater. In 1969, he published his first stories in Desert Strata and in 1970, Two Stories. He was arrested by the Shahs secret police, SAVAK, and spent two years (1974-1976) in prison, but continued to write and publish stories throughout the 1970s.

  Dowlatabadi has gained his fame as a writer by portraying peasants, tribesmen, and workers struggling against injustice. Many of the events in his novels have been inspired by real events. He is one of the most prolific and respected writers of contemporary Iran.

  His two most important novels, Klidar (1978-1983) and The Empty Place of Soluch (1979), were published after the revolution. Klidar is a saga of the men and women of the tribes and villages in Khor-rassan and their clashes with the government in the 1940s. The Empty Place of Soluch focuses on the decline of village life in the 1960s. Dowlatabadi has also written many other stories and novels, including We Are of the People Too and The Spent Lives of Old People.

  Written in 1995, “The Mirror” is from Seven Men, Seven Stories, published in Tehran by Rahiyan-e Andisheh Press in 1999.


  THE MIRROR

  It had not yet crossed the mind of the man walking down the street that he should remember it had been fifteen years since he had looked at himself in the mirror. Neither did he have any reason to recall that it had been nearly as long since he had heard himself laugh. And he certainly would not have remembered that he had lost his identity card, had it not been announced on the radio that all “dear citizens” must renew them — that the expiring cards should be mailed in right away, so the new ones could be sent out within the requisite four weeks. After the announcement, the thought had crossed his mind to look for the old one: it was then that he remembered he had lost it.

  But the only way he was able to figure out that it had been thirteen years since he had lost it was to remember that the last time he had had to deal with his identity card was some thirteen years ago (or was it thirty-three years ago? — at a much earlier time, on a historical day); he had put the card in the inside pocket of his raincoat so that he could, for the first and only time in his life, go to the polling booth, show his identity card, and have it stamped on one of its pages. Since then, there had been no reason for him to remember where he might have left the card or wonder if he had lost it. Now another historical occasion had arisen, one that once again required the use of his identity card; and it was lost. At first he thought he might have left the card in the pocket of the raincoat, but it wasn’t there. Then it occurred to him that perhaps he had put it in the safe, but no ... it wasn’t there, either.

  He walked down to the end of the alley, boarded the bus, and went straight to the Personal Records Office. Once at the Office, he was not given a clear answer, so he went back home; but when he got home, he remembered that — apparently — he had been told to get his neighbors to attest to his identity in writing and bring it in as proof. Yes, that was it. That was what he had been told. But how to formulate the citation?

  He sat on the chair in front of his desk and pulled out a pencil and some paper. Well. . . it had to read, “We, the undersigned, testify that the identity card belonging to Mr. _has been lost without a trace.” Using a calligraphy pen, he made a clean copy of what he had written, left the house, and went straight to the grocer’s where he did his weekly shopping. But the grocer, not wanting any trouble, said he did not know his name, because up to now, it had never crossed the grocer’s mind to ask. “Especially since you yourself have left a blank on the citation where your name should be!” Yes, that was right.

  He should have gone directly to the dry cleaner’s first, because he’d been having his suit and shirt cleaned there every year for New Year’s, and he would have been given a receipt. Yet — although the dry cleaner had a powerful memory and was able to recognize all his customers, if not by name then by face — he could not place the man! He said he was sorry, rarely had he had the pleasure of meeting him. “Could you please give me your blessed name?”

  Please! This is too much.

  “Or at least a receipt. The problem will be solved when you bring in one of our receipts, which you undoubtedly have at home.”

  Yes, the receipt. There, on the piece of paper, they noted one’s name, the date the clothes were brought in, even the number of items. But the receipt . . . why should a customer keep the receipt after the clothes have been picked up? No, that wouldn’t work.

  Where else, to whom could he go?

  To the bakery. The bakery was in the same row of shops. He bought his bread there every week. But what time was it now? The baker's assistant was sitting on the floor against the wall, resting. “We’re finished baking for the day, sir.”

  So the man turned back and walked home along the wall, holding the piece of paper he’d torn out of a school notebook.

  Standing behind the window in his room, he stared for a while at the algae floating on the surface of the pond, but he couldn’t remember anything. Then, by dusk — or perhaps it was already evening — it occurred to him that he should head back to the Personal Records Office with his pockets full and bribe the man in charge of the archives to set aside an hour after work to help track down his identity card. This, at least, was a possibility, wasn’t it? Yes . . . why not, after all, shouldn’t it be?

  He reached an agreement with the old man, who was smoking cheap cigarettes out of a long cigarette holder held at the corner of his mouth, that they would go down to the cellar and look through the archives. It was perhaps an hour or so after they had their afternoon tea that they went down and began their search. The man who had lost his identity card had been smart enough to bring along a pack of cigarettes and a box of matches he had bought on his way to the Office. That way, it would not be a problem if they had to hang around the archives after hours. Once there, the seriousness with which the old man rolled up his sleeves and peered into the cabinet files from behind his thick glasses assured the man that he would not leave the archives department disappointed — especially after he himself began to help and gradually became familiar with the files.

  After they had gone through the letter A, the old man straightened up, asked for another cigarette, and took the B files out of the cabinet. “What did you say your blessed name is?” he asked.

  “I didn’t say,” the man replied.

  “Yes,” said the archivist, “I believe that you did tell me your name, and your family name. It was when we were in the teahouse.” “No, no, no . . .” said the man.

  “How could you possibly not have said anything?” asked the archivist.

  “No, no, no . . .” said the man.

  “Well,” said the archivist, taking off his glasses. “It’s not too late. There are many more letters to go through; you can tell me now.”

  “Strange, isn’t it?” said the man. “I’ve been wasting your time. I apologize. I forgot to tell you what the real problem is. I ... no matter how hard I try, I cannot remember my own name. I haven’t heard it for a long while. I thought maybe . . . maybe I could get hold of an identity card?”

  “Of course,” said the archivist, putting on his glasses again. “Of course, there must be a way. But why do you insist that you must —”

  “No reason,” said the man. “No reason at all. Just like that. . . Why don’t we forget the whole thing? Why does it matter, anyway?”

  “Whatever you wish,” said the archivist, “but I can also understand the problem of forgetfulness and senility. I myself have suffered from it from time to time. Still, there are ways, if you insist on having an identity card.”

  “What ways?” the man responded quickly.

  “It costs a little,” said the archivist. “If there are no real problems, there are solutions. I know someone who does this kind of work. I can take you to him. But it’s your decision, and you have to make up your mind right away: if we are going we must get there before dark.”

  The two men left the Office and turned into the alley that led to the main street, and from there caught the bus to the neighborhood the archivist knew like the back of his hand. The building was long and low, with a slight bend in its facade, like the sheath of an old dagger. An old man, wrapped in a cloak and sitting in front of the shop, greeted the archivist and showed him and his customer to the back of the shop, where, walking past rows and rows of old or used objects, he led them straight to an alcove hidden behind a dirty curtain. He pulled the curtain to one side and opened an old chest. There, he showed the men a huge pile of identity cards.

  “It depends,” the archivist said, “it really depends on what kind of identity card you want. These days it’s very common for people to lose their names, or their identity cards, or both. Now, what would you like to be? A king? Or a pauper? We have everything. Only the rates are different. Even there, we’ll take into consideration your circumstances. Some people shut their eyes and pick a card, like in a lottery. It all depends on what your taste is. Where would you like to have been born? Where would you like to have been raised? What occupation? What face or image would you like to have? Everything is possible. Will you make your own choice or shall I draw a lot for you? If it’s to be lottery style, you could draw the identity card of an officer, an iron merchant, an automobile showroom owner, a landowner, a business owner, or a government contractor. You should not worry at all. This is perfectly normal. For instance, this bundle of cards marked with an X are for Special Services, but I don’t think they would suit you, given your age. This other bundle is for the media — for instance, giving you a permit to publish a weekly paper or, let’s say, to produce a television program. As for your name, what would you like your name to be? Hassan, Hossein, Buzarjomehr . . . ? A name from the Shahnameh? It all depends on what kind of name you like. What kind of name do you like?”

  The man who had lost his identity card remained silent and thoughtful for a few minutes, then said, “I have troubled you. Still, if it’s no problem, could you please look around and find me an identity card of someone who has died? Is that possible?”

  “Nothing is impossible,” said the archivist. “That is even cheaper.”

  “Thank you, thank you.”

  As they stepped outside, the old shopkeeper had started to cough as he stood up, looking, it seemed, for the long hook with which to pull down the shutter. In between coughs, he was telling the two customers standing by the counter to come back tomorrow “because there was no electricity at the back of the shop.”

  And . . . the thought crossed the mind of the man who had lost his identity card that he had not laughed for some thirteen years. And now that he had begun to laugh, he suddenly felt that his teeth were peeling away, falling out, dropping down along his legs and landing on the tips of his shoes. He also felt that, one by one, a piece of his jawbone, an eyelid, his fingernails, were falling off his body. It occurred to him that perhaps it was time for him, if he did get home and did walk into his room, to go straight to the mantelpiece and take one look — one last look — at himself in the mirror.

  — Translated by Hossein Shahidi
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  THE VICTORY CHRONICLE

  OF THE MAGI

  Finally, we started doing it, too. The windows of the cinema had already been broken. People had thrown a couple of rocks and the large panels of glass had shattered into tiny pieces. When we couldn’t find anything better to break, we smashed the neon signs above the doorways. The banks had tight security. A couple of cops were always there, with revolvers and G-3s, though no one could imagine them shooting at a bunch of ten- or twelve-year-old kids.

  The rocks made it through the metal security bars and grrrring . . . The glass shattered all over the floor. We were doing okay up to this point. Only a few of us got hurt. A boy holding a slingshot — the son of Hassan Agha the cloth merchant — got shot right in the middle of his forehead. The taverns and the statue of the Shah in the middle of the main square were still untouched.

  But we couldn’t bring ourselves to do it. We knew most of the tavern keepers; we greeted them in the street. Besides, they were just regular people, like us, in a small town like ours with a single park, a few recently planted trees, and some rundown benches used mostly by retired people. In the late afternoon, the fountains around the four corners of the square were turned on, and the benches filled with older men holding canes and wearing felt hats.

  It wasn’t till the Moharram mourning days when finally two taverns — and they weren’t even open for business — got their windows smashed.1 After that, we felt we could do whatever we wanted. We began with the Majidiyeh tavern. Customers fled as soon as we showed up and made some noise. We passed the liquor bottles from one person to the next, like they were bricks, and broke them on the edge of the curb.

  Ali Agha was screaming: “Why are you breaking them, you infidels? You could have told me to close my shop.” He grabbed one of us: “Hassan, my boy, why don’t you tell them to stop? Don’t let them ruin me.”

  Suddenly someone — I don’t know who it was — punched Ali Agha in the face, smack on his bony nose and black teeth. Ali Agha had just been saying to him: “Why you? Just last night you were

  Ali Agha’s nose and mouth were covered with blood. He knelt down by the gutter overflowing with booze and wine, and sobbed.

  So for a couple of days, this is all we did. But Barat’s tavern was still open for business. Even when they brought in a flatbed truck and pulled down the statue in the middle of Shah Square with a lot of pomp, not one person threw a good-for-nothing rock at Barat’s full length window panels.

  Barat was one of us. He was from our town. He was an old hand at this sort of battle. He’d even been to prison. He’d brought the eighteen-wheeler truck himself. Some people tied a rope to the horse’s hoof and started pulling it. They began swinging at the base of the statue with pickaxes. But the horse was still standing on two hooves. When Barat jumped out of the truck, we made way for him, clasped our hands and hoisted him to the top of the base. Then he managed to crawl up one of the horse’s legs, grab the tail, and sit behind the rider. Pulling himself up the rider’s arm, he managed to slide over and sit on the horse’s mane. He undid the shawl he wore around his waist and let it hang down. Someone tied a hammer to it and Barat hoisted. At last, he stood up. He held on to the rider’s arm with one hand, and raised the hammer in the other hand. He turned around and looked at us from up there. And we, so many of us, as far as the eye could see, were standing and looking at him. What could he do with a hammer?

  Barat turned around, lifted the hammer, and brought it down hard on the rider’s nose. There was a spark but the nose didn’t budge. He pounded again, and again. From the other side of the square, armed soldiers began to pour out of a side street. The news traveled from mouth to mouth till it reached the statue where Barat was. He continued to pound, but the nose remained just the same. He started to hammer away at the brim of the hat, hitting it again and again. But now we weren’t looking at Barat anymore. We stepped aside to make way for the soldiers, and we watched them as they raised their guns and aimed at our foreheads. For sure, Barat had seen it too. He yelled out: “Hurry up, give me the cable!”

  We stretched out the towing cable and tied it to Barat’s shawl, which was still hanging down. We heard gunshots as a shower of bullets passed just above our heads. The crowd heaved backward and swung back into place again. With the next round of bullets, the crowd stretched out, spilled over, and poured into the back streets. Now the guns were pointing at the statue. Two people had fallen at the base. They were the men who had climbed up to hoist the cable. But Barat was still there. His back was to the rider as he sat astride the mane, holding the bridle in one hand and the towing cable in the other. He leaned over to put the cable around the horses leg, which was raised up to the blue sky. The soldiers started to move. By now, we could just hear their footsteps since we, all of us, were hiding, here and there, in the bend of an alley, in the gutters lining the streets, and in the few stores that remained open on the square.

  That’s when we heard Barat’s voice. We heard him yell: “Come on, move it!”

  The commanding officer was now aiming his gun at him. Barat slid down the horse’s mane and yelled again: “Pull!” The cable tightened around the horse’s leg. The soldiers crouched down and aimed at the truck’s tires. But it was already too late. The horse and its rider had begun to tilt. They leaned over, and when they finally collapsed, the entire main square shook, and the water in the four fountains of the square spilled over the edges.

  The soldiers stood up. The crowd crouching in the gutters stood up, too. It all happened in one instant. We had seen that statue since we were kids, and now as the dust settled, we could see that it was gone — the horse erect on two legs, neighing; the rider, with his military cap, forever holding the horse’s bridle, forever galloping, no more. The base was now empty. And there, in the middle of the square, lay the head of the rider, wedged in the stone pavement. The horse’s four limbs were pointing at the sky and trembling as though the animal was alive. The limbs shook, then seemed to search the ground for a firm footing, as if the horse was attempting to rise up, get the rider back on the saddle to hold the bridle, so that it could neigh and rise once again on its legs.

  We, all of us, emerged from the back alleys, jumped out of the stores, driven forward onto the streets, looking at our hands, our empty hands, when we saw Barat. He was standing there, on the base of the statue, his chest bare, and he was holding his shirt in his hand, his other hand on his waist. He was dancing and twirling his shirt over his head like a handkerchief, and he was shaking his lower body. No, the statue would not rise again. It had been toppled and the riders nose and hat were stuck deep in the pavement.

  We said: God is great!

  We said: Death to the Shah!

  We said: Long live the people!

  And we began to dance. We danced like Barat, with or without a handkerchief, holding each other’s hands. It was finally over. The war was over. And the soldiers who were pointing guns at us were now only pretending to fight. We danced and we walked. Wherever we saw people bent over weeping, we grabbed their hands and twirled them around. If they pulled their hands away to wipe a tear, we kissed their half-open mouths. We knew the Shah wouldn’t come back.

  Suddenly we heard a shot. Where did it come from? The soldiers were facing us though their guns were at rest. The commanding officer was just holding his hat in his hand. Who was it, then? The base of the statue stood empty. Barat had been shot. The soldiers were looking at us, showing us their empty hands. They stared at one another to see who had fired the shot. Suddenly, a shower of rocks began. The soldiers huddled together. Holding on to their guns, they began to retreat. Then, it was them again shooting, and they were not shooting in the air. They were aiming at us. A few of us fell, but we couldn’t stretch out and pour out into the back streets. Some of the soldiers stopped, put down their guns, and tossed away their hats. They were weeping.

  The rest were running, under a shower of rocks, toward the military vehicles that had begun to move.

  Barat had collapsed right there, at the base of the statue. He was covered with blood. We picked him up. He just said: “My arm.” It was his right arm. It was broken, and blood was gushing from his shoulder. We lifted him up and ran through the passage that people opened up for us.

  That was the kind of guy Barat was. He was one of us, an old hand at resistance, and very headstrong. When they had to operate on him, we all lined up to donate blood: the line we formed went around the hospital and all the way up Majidiyeh Street. And on the day they released him, we all went along to bring him home, with much pomp and celebration. His tavern was closed and we didn’t want to him to go there. We said: “Stay home. Stay till your arm heals.” He said: “It will heal.”

  The bone in his arm had been shattered. It was in a cast. But Barat was not one to stay put; after a couple of days, he undid the bandage around his shoulder, and the next thing we heard was that he was heading back to his store, with a pot under his arm. He even managed to open the metal gate with his left hand. We loved him. We didn’t want him to get into trouble. We went over and asked: “Barat, what are you doing?”

  He said: “What do you all do at night, huh? Go home before the sun sets and coop up like chickens?”

  We said: “Barat, the Shah is gone. Isn’t that enough?”

  He said: “I was fourteen when I saw them smash his nose with a sledgehammer. I was a member of the party’s Youth Organization.2 My father was a party member, too. I saw with my own eyes how they tied the cable to his arm and pulled it with a truck.”

  We said: “This time he is gone for good. Now the people of Tehran are armed. They are not fighting with empty hands. Our young people are no longer dependent on others; they can stand on their own two feet.”3

  He said: “Yeah, I’ve heard it, too. Sadduq’s son told me. He also told me that as you were on your way to fight, a van drove alongside, and over the loudspeakers they kept saying that no jihad had been declared. Here you were, ready to fight and push the Royal Guards back, and they kept telling you, over loudspeakers, ‘People, these people are SAVAK agents, move away from them.’ “

  We said: “You weren’t even there. You were in the hospital. We went and took over the SAVAK building.’ “

  He said: “Yes, I know, but when was that? By the time you got there, they had already burned all the documents or taken them away. You dilly-dallied so long that those bastards managed to escape.”

  We said: “They wouldn’t let us.”

  He said: “Who wouldn’t let you?”

  “The counterrevolutionaries.”

  “What counterrevolutionaries? You guys are supposed to be the counterrevolutionaries. Haven’t you heard the radio? You, all of you, are counterrevolutionaries.”

  “What about you, with this pot of yours, and with your bottles of liquor?”

  He said: “Look in here and see what my wife cooked.” He lifted the lid of his pot. Warm steam wafted out. It was filled with dolma, stuffed grape leaves, light green in color and arranged neatly all the way to the top. They sure would hit the spot. He picked up the chairs, which had been stored over the tables, and set them down.

  He said: “Well, why don’t you take a seat?” And before we could do or say a thing, he had wiped the table clean, placed four slender glasses before us, along with four plates, spoons, and forks.

  We said: “Dear Barat, don’t you understand?”

  We pointed to the street. People were walking by, staring at us.

  He said: “You mean this was the problem?”

  “No.”

  “Then what?”

  “Well, when we were smashing the windows of the cinemas, we weren’t really thinking of the cinemas. We were attacking vulgarity, and those who perpetrate it. And when we were throwing rocks at the windows of the banks, we had no grudae against the glass itself, or against the bank employees. We —”

  “And what came of it?”

  “What about the statue? Have you forgotten?” He adjusted the sling around his cast as if to remind us, and said: “Didn’t I just say that the statue was toppled once before.” “This time he won’t come back.”

  He took a bottle out of his pocket and filled four glasses. He said: “I have no bean salad to offer you.4 You’ll have to forgive me.”

  All four of us turned and looked toward the street. We couldn’t start drinking openly, not like this. Just a few days ago, we had heard about someone getting flogged, the religious punishment for drinking. Eighty lashes. We thought maybe Barat hadn’t heard about it.

  We said: “They give lashes. They’ve already flogged several people. Right there, in public. They made them lie down on the ground and flogged them.”

  He said: “I know. They have to do it. The Commander of Re-sisters Mohammad did the same thing. He carried out the sentence himself, with his own hands. I am sure that you have read Hafez:

  
    They shut down the taverns, O God, do not let it be.

    For they shall open the door to deceit and hypocrisy.

  

  “They always start with this cursed drink, too. And before you know it, they won’t even allow us to bury Ferdowsi in our cemeteries.”5

  Things hadn’t gone that far yet, though some were saying that Ferdowsi’s poems were being eliminated from textbooks.

  We said: “It isn’t that bad. It’s different now.”

  He brought the pot over. As he placed the hot green dolma on our plates, he asked: “What’s the difference?”

  We didn’t know.

  We knew we would make matters even worse if we argued that now you can’t stone someone to death, you can’t collect blood money, or carry out retributions. Barat was a fun-loving man, a spiritual, down-to-earth man. He was familiar with Rumi’s poetry. When he lost his office job, he opened a bookstore. They shut it down. They arrested him. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut. He’d said: “If I open up a tavern, they’ll leave me alone.”

  We said: “Man, you should be ashamed of yourself.”

  He said: “In this dark and dreary town, we’re all looking to find a cozy place, a simple spot with no frills. Well, I have found the place. Even if it’s only my friends from the office who are my customers, I could still make a living.”

  Eventually he opened a tavern, though he was no tavern keeper. His food was first-rate, and he wouldn’t serve liquor to just anyone. He could always spot the SAVAK agents.6 He would say: “After all, that ‘Mother of All Evil,’ drinking, has its own set of customs; you must respect its traditions. Look at our history; people have never gone to taverns merely for the pleasure of drinking. When our poets write of wine and of the cupbearer, they mean the fight against deception and hypocrisy.”

  If anyone got drunk and rowdy, Barat would ask him to leave. He would say: “Either you sit down and drink quietly or you go to some other place.” Whenever we went there, he would set our table before we even said a word. He knew what each of us wanted. He knew how much drink we could handle. He wouldn’t serve us beyond our limits. And when a stranger came in, he kept an eye on him, and would warn us to watch what we were saying. For those of us who had passed through Barat’s filter, it no longer mattered whether we had money or we were broke, we’d still go in for a chat and a sip of what Barat called “Mother of All Evil.”

  He didn’t drink himself. He never drank with the customers. He always said: “If I were to drink at every table, I’d be smashed by the end of the evening.” But sometimes, late at night, he’d close the gate halfway. Then, he’d bring over to our table his own bottle and his food. He’d fill his glass and say: “Cheers!” And we would say: “Cheers!” in return. He’d raise the glass to his lips and down it in one gulp. We’d offer him a spoonful of yogurt. He’d tap our hands in a gesture of gratitude, and eat it. He’d wipe his long mustache with the back of his hand, and recite the famous line from Hafez:

  
    That bitter elixir that the Sufi called Mother of All Evil

    is sweeter to us than a virgins kiss.

  

  We said: “Dear Barat, everything you say is true, but we still don’t want to end up in trouble because of this ‘Mother of All Evil’ you give us. It’s not something worth standing up and fighting for.”

  He said: “But we can’t go back to those dark, dank wine cellars run by our Jews in the old days. Nor can we go back to sitting on stone benches, while Turkish and Tajik cupbearers serve us wine, as our classical poets describe.7 And besides, even if we wanted to make our own wine, where would we get the vats? And in what cellar would we do it?”

  We said: “That’s what everyone is already doing. Go and look around. If you manage to find a single handmade pressure cooker made in Najafabad, we’ll buy it from you for three times the going price. Nowadays, when you go to the grocer’s to buy some raisins, he says to his assistant: ‘Boy, go get a vat from the back room for this gentleman.’”

  He said: “Then you are all practicing hypocrisy. I told you, this is how it begins. As the poet Khayyam would say, when we hide who we are, and pretend to be something else, we accept to be shamed and humiliated. Once that is done, we are easily manipulated. What do you think Reza Khan did?8 He just said, ‘Make your hats a little less tall, and shorten your gowns, yes, just a bit. That’s all.’ And when we did it, when we agreed to do it, hypocrisy became a part of our nature, and began to dictate our actions. If a ruler is ruthless like the Il-Khanid, Holaku Khan, we become submissive like Khajeh Nasir, the learned man. If a ruler is like the Seljuk king, Malek Shah, we become his instrument, like his grand vizier, Nezamolmolk.”

  He went to the shelves across the room and brought back a bottle. He opened it with his teeth, picked up a glass with the hand that was in a cast, and poured himself a drink. He put the cap back on the bottle, and came back toward us, holding his glass. He walked heavily, dragging one foot.

  He said: “Do you know that for more than twenty years I went every single year, on the anniversary of Mordad 28th, down to Shah Square. There would be large crowds there, and I wanted to yell at them, ‘Listen, people, we did pull him down once before. We did make him run away.’ But I could see that no one remembered. Maybe they’d never seen it, or even heard about it. They’d all stand around the square and listen to the military march.”

  We said: “Didn’t you always tell us that if ever the bastard left you’d shut down this place, never touch another drop of the stuff, and you’d even make your daughter wear a scarf?”

  He placed the glass on the edge of the table, and stroked the beard of one of the fellows — I don’t remember whose it was. In those days, there was only one of us who had a beard.

  He said: “So, now you have started growing a beard, too?”9 He picked up his glass and took a sip. He said: “Cheers!”

  We didn’t say “Cheers!” in return. He bristled like a cat and glared at us. He reached out and picked up two glasses between his index finger and the thumb of his left hand. He downed both in one gulp, and dropped the glasses into his pocket. Liquor was dripping from the tip of his mustache. He didn’t bother to wipe it with the back of his hand, the way he used to when he came to sit at our table late at night. He bent over, drank the two remaining glasses in the same manner, and dropped them into his pocket.

  He said: “Well, that’s done. I was the only one who drank. Now, how about some food? You still eat, don’t you?”

  So we did eat, though the bottle remained right there in the middle of the table. We couldn’t say a thing. When five more customers showed up, we felt relieved. We knew them. They were fun-loving people. As soon as they sat down, Barat brought them a bottle and five glasses, and he poured for all of them. Then he went to prepare five plates of dolmas. We knew we no longer belonged here. Barat returned to their table. He asked: “Where is the bottle?”

  We looked over. Their table was empty. Not even glasses to be seen. They were holding them in their hands, and they all stared back at him. He shouted: “I said where is the bottle of arrack?”

  Someone pointed under the table, behind one of the legs. Barat bent down and picked the bottle up. He placed it back in the middle of the table.

  He shouted: “Either you are man enough to risk the lashes, or you can go home and drink in your own back room. And after you’ve rinsed your mouth, you can take your prayer beads and go out to greet people with a pious look on your face.”

  They stood up, wiped their mouths, and threw some money on the table. Barat walked over, his foot dragging behind. He grabbed one of them by the jacket with his hand which was in a cast. He stuffed the money back in his pocket, and said: “You know I never serve the Mother of All Evil to those who don’t deserve it.”

  So we left, too. We went looking for a vat and a cellar. We could no longer sit openly at one of Barat’s tables, and let him bring us drinks, along with bread, cheese, and herbs, or beans, and yogurt with shallots. He had always poured us the first glass himself. Yes, we had to leave Barat, although we did worry about him, and with good reason. Later on we heard that he’d been attacked one evening and beaten up. But Barat wasn’t easily intimidated, and he continued to carry his pot under his arm. And if a “deserving” person showed up, he’d place the bottle on the table, and pour him the first glass. Then, he’d pour one for himself, too, and wipe his mustache with the back of his hand.

  Things got much worse. Even for those of us who were now drinking homemade “Mother of All Evil,” in a storage room or in a cellar: a quick drink followed by a spoonful of yogurt or a bite of pickled cucumbers, that’s all. We had so many problems ourselves that we forgot all about Barat. They announced that all women had to wear the veil.

  Mohammadi said: “I told my daughter, Took, dear, some people hope to create discord among us with things such as scarves and chadors. They want us to fight each other. Then, they can come back and put us on the rack again. Don’t you remember what happened in Chile? Go and read about it. See how their women prevented the revolution from taking root.’”

  Of course, this was good for our pockets: all we needed to get for our wife and daughter were a scarf, a pair of pants, and a loose shirt. All the beauty salons were shut down. Sadduq’s daughter went and got her hair cut short, like a boy’s. She said: “During the demonstrations in Tehran, at first there were only people like us. The supporters of the Shah didn’t dare to come and demonstrate under a shower of stones, a shower of bottles. It wasn’t till the second and third day that we started to see women with makeup. And the clothes they wore! That’s when we said: ‘No, this isn’t for us. They can have it,’ and I got my hair cut short.”

  We too would go to shout: “Death to America.”

  Hassan Agha, the cloth merchant, said: “What do you think imperialism looks like? It’s this sort of thing, these frills. Who cares if there are no more cinemas? I didn’t lose a loved one so that they bring back the same old movies. And what do I need music for?”

  Hasan was in mourning. We were, too. Sometimes in the late afternoon, on a Thursday, we’d get Akbar Agha, “Magic Fingers,” to come over with his sitar. We’d prepare food and drinks, and Akbar Agha would play softly. And once in a while, he’d let himself go and begin to sing in a scratched and husky voice a well-known line from Hafez:

  
    Drink wine secretly, for they will punish you.

  

  We would say: “Akbar Agha, we beg of you, not so loud.”

  Later, we would rinse our hands and mouths, and be done. What did we need Barat for? We just said, “Death to America,” and kept going. And when some new drinking fountain appeared on the street corner, dispensing “sacred water,” we’d say: “It’s okay, some people believe in such things. In the old days, maybe only an old woman would have stood here, holding on to it, wailing and begging for help. Nowadays many more people are like that, they even have to wait in line. Well, this too shall pass. So what if a couple of bookstores get attacked, and ransacked, and they even pile up the books in the middle of the streets and burn them. They’ll print them again. They’ll write them again.” And we told our friend’s uncle: “Can anyone prevent changes from happening? Can anyone reverse the course of time?”

  “Yes, as you can see for yourself.”

  “In the short run, but

  He’d shout: “Change requires instruments, requires knowledge. When you destroy these things, you can even return to the Stone Ages.”

  Nonsense, this was all nonsense. What a shame, to have vocal cords and yet speak with the voice of another.

  When his son was arrested, Sadduq came to us and said: “Didn’t I tell you?”

  “Well?”

  “I saw it myself. They broke all his bones with their sticks. These people are riffraff. I didn’t recognize a single one of them. They’re bringing them in from other places.”

  “It will be all right.”

  “What will be all right? They say that someone threw acid into a woman’s face. They say that a girl got attacked with a needle; they injected her with something and now her arm is paralyzed.”

  “These are rumors. The counterrevolutionaries are spreading rumors. Don’t you remember what they said about the people who set fire to the Rex Cinema?”

  He said: “They don’t need to give precise instructions. They say, ‘Films lead to corruption; cinemas are centers of corruption, dens for infidels.’ And someone, one of their most fervent devotees, is bound to think, ‘This is a jihad.’ So, he pours gasoline around the theater and strikes a match, and the enemy’s fortress — and all its belligerent infidels — turn to smoke and disappear into thin air. Now, what should you do? Should you grab this guy by the collar? No. I say, you should grab that idea by the collar.”

  We said: “There are those who want to prevent the fight against America, and for this revolution to become victorious.10 They want the blood of all our young people to go to waste.”

  He said: “Revolution? This is more like vomiting one’s guts. Like taking a knife and sticking it into your own belly, then pulling out your innards and crying out, ‘Come and see.’”

  There you have it: this is our intellectual, our Western-educated fellow. There are times when you would like to stretch him out and beat his precious bottom with a stick.

  Sadduq was upset. He said: “They won’t even give visitation rights. They’ve thrown my boy in prison along with the SAVAK agents, can you believe that?”

  We said: “It’s a revolution; it has its ups and downs. It is not going to get fixed in a day or two.”

  Well, this is how it was. Soon, there was just one bookstore left, and it carried only books by Shariati and Al-e Ahmad, or books like The Rays of the Quran, The Path Taken.11 There was also just one cinema left: it had been confiscated from its previous owners, and now it played censored movies from Tehran, which had been cut so many times that in the end you could no longer tell what they were about. As for television, they only showed documentaries. The number of newspapers was down to just a few, and all were following the same line, one just like the other, as if they’d all been printed in the same shop.

  Then there were the doors and walls, and they had been painted and written over so many times, you could no longer tell what they said. And besides, how many streets did we have? All together, six main streets, and a couple of narrow lanes with small dried-up trees on either side. There was also a park and two squares. The retired people would still come and sit on the old benches around the square and look at the fountains. A green cloth was now wrapped around the base in the center of Imam Square.12 We went there with Sadduq.

  We said: “You see it’s not there, that neighing horse, with the rider who seemed to want to gallop forever. It’s no longer up there. We should be patient. It’s a struggle, but we should not despair. We should not despair over things.”

  Sadduq said: “All that’s left is religious mourning and weeping. Why don’t we just say, ‘Long Live Death! Long Live the Graveyard!’ and get it over with?”

  His son was still in jail for distributing newspapers. Not even his mother had been allowed to visit him. They had told her: “Go away, Mother, and thank God that we have not sent him to the firing squad yet.”

  Some time later, Barat showed up again. We had totally given up on him. They had broken the sitar of Akbar Agha “Magic Fingers.” Barat’s cast was gone and he grinned from ear to ear. As he sat down, he said: “Well. . .”

  We knew what he wanted to say. In fact, he was saying it with his eyes. Sadduq was there, too. He didn’t let on that he understood. He answered: “Well, what?”

  “Why don’t you come?”

  “What? We should come there so that you put a bottle right in the middle of our table?”

  “No, it’s finished. All that I had is finished. And you know that I’m not the kind to deal in contraband.”

  “Could it be that you are afraid of religious punishment, of lashes?”

  “Maybe.”

  And then he said: “I only serve food, all sorts of things. And the students are coming, too. It gets crowded. Be sure to come.” He got up. He was still grinning. He had come to his senses. We stood up. He hadn’t reached the door yet when he turned around and came back toward us. He pulled a sealed bottle from the inside pocket of his overcoat, and placed it in the middle of the table. He said: “I almost forgot that I’d brought this.”

  We were all stunned. We had pretty much put it out of our minds, and now, it was right there in the middle of the table. One could get the homemade stuff, but it wasn’t any good. Besides, it was different when you’re sitting at a cafe table, drinking out of those slender glasses, with a big bowl of beans and angelica power in the middle. Sadduq would peel a cucumber, slice it, and place it around the plate of feta cheese and fresh herbs. Then, you’d hold the slender glass between your thumb and forefinger and say: “Cheers!”

  “Cheers!”

  “To your health.” “To yours.

  And you’d take a sip of the chilled and bitter “Mother of All Evil,” and as it burned your throat, your lips, and your tongue, you’d welcome the next sip, along with the brittle and salty aroma of a slice of salted cucumber.

  We said: “Have a seat, what’s the hurry?”

  We felt awkward with the bottle sitting there. We all dug into our pockets to contribute. He said: “This one is on me. I had a few left over; I thought you should have your share.” He bit the end of his mustache, sucked on it. Then he left, dragging his foot, the same way he always came in or went out.

  We thought of calling Akbar Agha, “Magic Fingers.” He was heartbroken, and this would make him feel better. These sad and fearful songs have come to us over the years because of such times. We talked about recording Akbar’s voice, how his music had to survive. We would just make it a condition that he should sing in a low voice. But Akbar Agha didn’t show up. We were told that he was sick, that he didn’t feel up to it.

  Later on, we started getting our weekly supply. Barat would bring our ration, and say that it was the last of it. And he’d take our offering — the same price that he had paid for it when he had bought it himself — and he’d leave. Sometimes he would sit and have a couple of glasses. When he got warmed up, he would begin complaining again.

  Then, for a couple of weeks, he stopped bringing it, so we went to see him.

  He said: “You see, there isn’t any left.”

  He had removed the bar, but we had already heard about that. In place of the colorful shelves with all their “Mother of All Evil,” there was now a straight wall covered in wallpaper with a flower pattern, and a framed picture. There was also a notice, written in his own good handwriting: “No Alcoholic Beverages Served Here.”

  It was rumored that he had closed the place for a week and had changed everything by himself.

  When the food was brought out, the leg of lamb and eggplant stew, the feta cheese with the small radishes, the yogurt with cucumbers, and God knows what other concoctions, we didn’t feel much like eating. He came and stood by us, very dignified but smiling. As he chewed on the ends of his mustache, he said: “Eat. Wasn’t this your problem, a few shelves? Now they’re all gone. I don’t even have a single bottle left. And, as you can see for yourself, I haven’t had any drinks myself, either.”

  He brought his head forward so that we could smell his breath. He hadn’t been drinking. We ate, bit by bit, but it was hard to swallow.

  He said: “You can’t eat? It won’t go down? But see, others are eating, just as they ate in those days, and on Mordad 28th,13 when they’d go to Shah Square, cracking melon seeds, and listening to military marches.”

  He shouted to his waiter: “Boy, turn on that radio, turn it up.” No. He was going too far.

  We said: “Please, Barat.”

  He said: “Maybe you’ve come for your ration?”

  We had gone for our ration, but if there wasn’t any left, so be it.

  He said: “I know you, because I know myself. We believed any old back street, any means that could lead us to our political and social lala-land, would do. The main goal was to get there, take over the power, get political sovereignty. And we thought that once we achieved that goal, these things — our hypocrisy and our daily flip-flops — we’d take them off like so many borrowed clothes, and toss them into the trash bin of history. But now we realize that history has no trash bin at all. Nothing gets thrown away.”

  We said: “Barat, will you let us eat our damned food in peace?”

  He said: “These people have taken some students.14 One of them said, ‘I’ll execute you; if you have not committed a sin, then you will be a martyr and go to heaven; and if you have, well, you’ll get what you deserve.’ Do you people understand? We deserve it.”

  We said: “We shouldn’t pay any attention to him. Let him babble.” And he babbled. He talked and he talked — about cheating in the elections, the slaughter at Qarna, Turkoman Sahra.15 Then, finally he left.

  Well, after all, this is a revolution, and counterrevolutionaries are not sitting idly by. Whorehouses have been attacked and set on fire. Pictures of one of the executed smugglers are distributed, as if to say, “We told you so!”

  You can tell from their shoes, their tattered pants, who we are dealing with. We say: “Well, mistakes can happen, but what about the torturers?”

  Oh, it made us feel so good: people had gathered around to see the picture of executed General So-and-So. What a crowd! We were climbing over each other’s shoulders.

  But the counterrevolutionaries don’t miss a beat. They’re saying: “Yes, first they killed just a few, to be able to kill whomever they please later on.” And they distribute a picture of executions and firing squads. It is probably a fake, and how skillfully done! They’re saying: “See how they wrap their faces?” The faces are wrapped in Arab shawls, their backs are to the camera, and guns are held up. Counterrevolutionaries are lined up, facing forward, blindfolded, their hands untied; they’re standing there, without even the support of a wall or a post behind them.

  They say: “You see that corner?”

  We say: “Yes, we do. It is a package, something white lying on the ground.”

  They say: “They must have brought that guy on a stretcher. His leg’s broken because he’s been shot. They executed him lying down.”

  They keep circulating pictures. And each time they do, someone is down on the ground. Another one and another one. It seems as though, in this firing squad where all the heads are wrapped in Arab shawls, some are firing shots just for the fun of it, one after another; an hour later, still more. And then, there’s an enlarged picture.

  We said: “Maybe it is a movie.” It really is like out of a movie. Otherwise, how could a person stand like that, erect, blindfolded, with hands untied, facing the firing squad? And, since they are aiming at his chest, how can he continue to stand, not bending toward the firing squad, not shouting or saying anything, though his hands and mouth are free? And finally, there’s a picture of the man who fired the finishing shot. They have plastered this one on the walls. What stature! Clad in white, with boots and gloves, one hand on his waist, bending over to fire the finishing shot.

  We say: “This is a Hollywood actor.”

  They say: “Yes, we also believe that he is an American; or maybe an Israeli.”

  Nonsense. It is all nonsense. Sadduq says: “By the way, did you read about the man and woman who were stoned for adultery in Kerman?”

  We say: “There you go again!”

  “The religious judge said it.”

  He digs into his briefcase for the newspaper to read the protocol: “First, the person should perform an ablution. Then it is recommended for the adulteress to repent and put on her own shroud, with her own hands. It mentions that the adulterer should get buried in the ground up to his chest and everyone should cast a stone upon his face. I heard that one of them died after ten minutes and the other after forty minutes.”

  We say: “Please, don’t make us vomit.”

  Slowly we eat, but the food won’t go down. Our stomachs are twisted into knots.

  He says: “Apparently, the foreigners have filmed it and shown it on television around the world.” We feel sick to our stomachs. As one friend’s uncle would say, it feels as if our guts are coming up into our throats.

  Sadduq says that they made his son run with his eyes shut. The boy said: “They keep running after me, and hit me on the forehead, and there is the sound of a gunshot.”

  First, it was a game. The boy thought it was a joke. They had made him run again, and again, and the gun barrel had hit his forehead and, bang, they had fired. And then again, they had made him run, till finally he couldn’t run anymore.

  He said: “Dad, I threw up.” He had fallen to the ground and thrown up.

  We say: “But, dear Sadduq, do you have to do it, too? You see that they’ve surrounded us with all the radios and propaganda. They’re exposing our insides to the world, and then you come and sprinkle salt on the wound?”

  Sadduq said: “I beg your pardon. I didn’t want to say these things. I just remembered it.”

  But do you think Barat would understand? He had turned up the sound of his radio. We didn’t go there anymore. We didn’t even think about it. We had seen so many guts, stomachs, and innards in the newspapers. We had carried so many mutilated people on our shoulders that we had forgotten all about “Mother of All Evil.” So many pictures, endless news. But will the young people let go? They don’t understand. They are inexperienced. Severed hands, cut-off legs, pictures of graves. So much death! A woman is wailing on a grave, and next to her, the wide-open black eyes of a girl who is staring, staring at us. Death is so cheap now, like they are giving it away. Like they have placed the television camera in the cemetery, and they have given the radio microphone to the ones who read the prayers in the graveyards of the world. And when you get up in the morning, it is like you have been sleeping with the dead.

  On Fridays, with heavy heads, with an acrid taste of flesh in our mouths, and the smell of camphor under our noses, we would go and sit on the old benches in the square and look at the fountains. And then, we would go to the Friday prayers. We would stand in line, shout slogans, perform our prayers more or less, and run into some friend or acquaintance. Until one morning, when a van came with a loudspeaker. It said: “Hurry up.” It said: “Come, let’s go.”

  They were going to flog someone. The van circled the square. An eight-wheeler truck appeared. They had stretched the condemned person on a bench on the truck. Two men were holding his legs and two his arms. Another, with an Arab shawl wrapped around his head and face, was standing above him, whip in hand.
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