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  Prologue


  ‘Nothing. I feel nothing,’ the old man declared, his expression inscrutable.


  Here he was, the saviour of the Iranian people, the architect of the Islamic Revolution: Ayatollah Khomeini, returning triumphant to his country after fifteen years in exile, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi toppled and fled, two and a half millennia of monarchy interrupted. And Iran was waiting, holding its breath to hear what he would say – this old man whose words had undammed rivers of blood to wash through the streets – on being asked how he felt to be returning to his country after all this time.


  This had been his answer.


  This response, squeezed dry of any feeling, provoked silence from the disenfranchised, poor, illiterate citizens who had brought this man back on a tide of violence and chaos and longing. There was a pause in homes across the land: in the sprawling detached houses of the middle classes, smart families wearing Europe’s latest fashions gathered around state-of-the-art televisions, and in the mud villages where the population thronged round the ancient set belonging to the local landowner’s estate manager. For the space of one heartbeat, the country was stunned.


  I was a chubby child of nine addicted to reading and chocolate, sitting on the floor, a book in my hands. Underneath me lay a carpet of silk and wool flowers spun into meadows of colour. I hadn’t been to school in weeks, and I could sense the tension radiating from my parents. I knew that the shah had left the country and I knew that I had to be careful of what I said when I was out of the house – my mother had said that there were ears everywhere and though I had not understood how that was possible, it had silenced me nonetheless. I had felt the violence on the streets moving ever closer to our home and I knew that every night more of our friends and neighbours vanished from their beds where they slept, never to be seen again.


  Despite this, I was more bewildered by this thing called a revolution than scared by it. I thought I understood what was happening: the shah was gone and the joy emanating from this penetrated even the compound that protected us and our modern, middle-class lives. Iran would be free! Esteghlal, azadi, jomhooriy-e Eslami. I had heard the chants on the streets, their insistent rhythms echoing through the walls: independence, freedom and an Islamic Republic! I understood even less what this meant but I felt the excitement of it anyway. But as I watched this man, the author of so much destruction in my world, the cause of so many murders and disappearances, and listened to him say those words – ‘I feel nothing’ – for the first time in my young life, true fear entered my heart.


  Home


  My tongue, every atom of my blood, form’d from this soil,

  this air,


  Born here of parents born here, from parents the same, and

  their parents the same …


  Walt Whitman, ‘Starting from Paumanok’ 


  1

  Longing to Go Back


  My father has never spoken much of Kurdistan. Most Kurdish people, even those without any nationalistic fervour, are so steeped in their own culture, language and environment that they cannot help but fill their talk with the mountain air of their land. Without direct mention of Kurdistan, my Kurdish friends and family – even those who have lived away for over fifty years – seem to sigh rushing streams and the pleasure of lying dappled with light under a walnut tree in fields of gold.


  But my father has never shared these memories. He has never talked much of his extended family either, of all those weddings where he must have perfected complicated Kurdish dance steps. He was known for the accuracy and nimbleness of his dancing and I see this still as he trips about the sitting room in north London leading us, his women, unrhythmically in his wake, the choupi in his hand a white napkin from the table, unable to break down the steps adequately so I can learn them, and equally unable not to dance when the music is playing. My mother, an anarchic Khuzestani with fire in her veins, gets bored and breaks the circle, whirling like a dervish in the middle as she creates the chaos which my father, with his precise steps, tries to contain. Of course, he does not succeed. He cannot succeed. The Abbasian women have always been driven by fire and the Mohammadi passion for order has only ever, at best, imposed a loose structure on my mother. She continues to be the nucleus of our family, our little tribe, just as her mother was before her and her sisters continue to be in Iran, our lost paradise.


  My parents didn’t share much of their past with us, but they did try to share their culture; it was me who wanted none of it. I was nine years old when we moved to London and as I grew up I turned my back determinedly on Iran and all things Iranian. I realise now that the things I regret – the loss of fluency, the ability to read and understand our greatest poets in my native tongue, my ignorance of Persian epithets, songs and dances – are not just the result of estrangement from our land, but also of the gap that opened up between us children and our parents, the abyss that yawned between us, separating their Iranian culture from our adopted English one. On their side were poems quoted liberally at parties, traditional songs sung as their friends gathered around the piano, jokes and a litany of teasing and banter that flew between them all in poetic Farsi. On our side were Duran Duran and the Famous Five, my passion for ponies and pop music. Disappearing into the gap between us fell my parent’s entreaties for us to speak to our extended family in Iran, threats to send us to Farsi school on Saturdays and pleas for us to stop running away from their friends and parties.


  I had no idea why I was turning my back on Iran, except that I was angry. Angry and ashamed; such a complex cocktail of shame I was carrying – shame for the revolution, shame for the hostage crisis, shame that we had had to leave, shame for the austere looks of Ayatollah Khomeini and the radical images and ideals of the Islamic Republic. In some strange way, I was ashamed of standing among these reasonable English people and of not being like them. I sought to erase the shame by fitting in and ignoring Iran as if just by willing it, by denying its existence, I could cease to be Iranian, cease to be from a place that had dealt my young heart such a shattering blow.


  Iran would not be willed away. It was there on our screens, a collage of familiar elements made unfamiliar by their juxtaposition; there were the plane trees of Tehran’s Pahlavi Boulevard, but they were providing the background for a march of revolutionaries, there were the familiar American cars like the one we had owned, but instead of driving down the street, they were on fire by the roadside. Iran was also inside me, our rose garden, noisy family gatherings and balmy nights spent sleeping on the rooftop of my grandmother’s house in Abadan. The memories and the longing for my country seeped inexorably through me until one day the knowledge had risen to the surface, undeniable, and I knew that I had to go back.


  It still took me years. The pull back to Iran was easy to resist when all the pleasures of the Western world were at my disposal. Finally, I found myself outside the Iranian consulate in a quiet square behind Kensington High Street, resentfully adjusting a makeshift headscarf as my father led me inside to apply for my Iranian passport. I was apprehensive, even of the bearded man behind the counter, but contrary to my expectations these representatives of the revolutionary government were charming, not impassioned and angry but smiley and full of ta’arof, the elaborate Persian form of courtesy whose deciphering has dogged my life.


  Over tea at Barkers afterwards, as my father filled out the piles of forms, I was overwhelmed by twin feelings that have become familiar companions on my travels to Iran: anxiety and inadequacy. Anxiety because my last memories of Iran were of streets full of angry unshaven men punching the air, shouting, rioting, of a bloodlust that every night claimed the lives of our neighbours. Inadequacy because despite my degree in literature and burgeoning career as a journalist, I could not read or write well in Farsi, and could only speak it hesitantly and with an English accent. In my mother tongue, I was practically illiterate, an uncomfortable space for an intellectual snob to occupy.


  The drive back to Iran continued almost in spite of me and finally, one day I found myself fiddling again with my headscarf as my mother and I started the journey back to the land of my birth and my forefathers. I was twenty-seven and it was eighteen years since I had last been in Iran.


  2

  Metamorphosis


  My metamorphosis into a citizen of the Islamic Republic of Iran started at Heathrow airport, October 1996. Shrouded in a long, loose coat and wearing one of my mother’s slippery Hermès scarves on my head, I hoped I wouldn’t be spotted as the impostor I felt. Travelling with IranAir may have meant (as I discovered later) the world’s most delicious airline food, but it also meant that from the moment of check in, you had to adhere to sharia, the Islamic law that governs Iran and so I was already clad in a hejab in London.


  For many, Iran conjures up the Green Wave and the haunting stare of Neda as she died on camera, the axis of evil, the US hostage crisis or Ahmadinejad’s innocuous sports jacket and his less innocuous comments on the Holocaust. For me it is simply the country of my birth. Home both to one of the world’s greatest ancient civilisations and the most shocking revolution seen in modern history, mine is a country so contradictory that even its children are divided as to what they call themselves and how they present themselves to the world. Iranians living outside the country and having to deal every day with the reactions that being from there provokes, fall into two camps as to what they call themselves: Iranian or Persian. Some of us remain stridently and unashamedly Iranian, although for many Westerners this recalls images of revolution, fanaticism and black-robed women; others choose instead to call themselves Persian, an exotic word that brings to mind splendid carpets, fluffy cats and the griffin-topped towers of ancient Persepolis.


  I have, over the thirty years I have been exiled from my country, made the transition from calling myself Persian to calling myself Iranian. For me it is now merely a matter of accuracy – to call myself Persian while I am in fact half Persian, half Kurdish would be like a Scotsman calling himself English. He may call himself British but never English and similarly, Persia does not contain the whole picture for me.


  It was the Islamic Republic of Iran that I was going back to. To me, Iran was not just the Islamic Republic as glimpsed on the television, the almost monochrome society depicted as repressed and joyless. Iran, to my mind, was still a place of golden memories of building sandcastles by the Caspian Sea, beloved cousins coming to visit, snuggling under the korsy in my Kurdish uncle’s house in the winter, my grandmother’s jet-black plaits hanging over earlobes elongated by heavy gold earrings. I also had darker memories of death and fear, of a time when my mother had no patience, the tense cab ride through Tehran when she had chided me for mentioning the shah’s name – (‘That’s not a name you can say in public any more,’ she had hissed) – and the day we ran away from our house without saying goodbye to any of my friends. There they all were, jostling with each other for space, fragrant memories infused with jasmine and orange blossom and terrible ones weighed down with dead neighbours and lost friends.


  Fear gnawed at me as I boarded, adjusting the scarf that slid forward over my forehead, just one of a million adjustments I was to make to this innocuous piece of fabric over the next few weeks. I was not the first Iranian woman to discover how much a little square of silk can rule your life, though later I found it an unexpected ally when I flicked it across my face to deter the unwelcome attentions of one of the male stewards.


  To try to calm myself I imagined Iran’s birth unfolding beneath us; a large plateau riven by faults in the earth’s crust, one of the most earthquake-prone zones on the planet, the soil piled on some of the world’s richest natural resources, oil as yet undiscovered, huge reserves of gas fizzing under the surface, giving it an explosive, volatile nature, liable to go off at any moment.


  To the south is the long, languid stretch of the Persian Gulf, a lapis sea of fever and pearls, and up to the north, carried on the back of the sitting cat that is the map of modern Iran, is the Caspian Sea, foaming with oil and caviar. Ranges of mountains ruck up to the heavens, snowbound and magnificent, permanently cloaked in clouds. Full forests and fecund valleys, wild places stalked by wolves, bears and lions, lie carpeted in a weave of wild flowers. And then deserts, seas of sand and scrub holding in tight embrace oases of green palm plantations and rivulets of water, underground springs that are channelled by the inhabitants into qanats, underground reservoirs that conjure up gardens from the bare desert, lush groves of towering trees – cypress, juniper, linden, pine – and orchards of pomegranate, pear, apple and peach, all cut through by straight canals of water, gurgling into rectangular turquoise pools, delighting the senses and reflecting the beauty all around. The ancients called this pairadiza, and it’s still our vision of paradise.


  For every Iranian the vision of paradise encompasses our land. The very soil of the place feels familiar to us, we are tied to it, to the changes that have befallen us and have formed us, so many thousands of years of bloodshed, violence and uncertainty that have coded themselves into our genes. Our roots go deep in Iran – we are exiles with a lost paradise forever swimming in our eyes, steeped in the culture of our lost land while living in foreign countries, following every beat of news, perusing the opinions of the young on the blogosphere, anything so as not to let go of Iran – ours is not just romantic love for an idealised country but also an expression of the loss each of us feels on being physically separated from the land.


  We have been here a long time; Iran is the longest continuously inhabited land by a single race. First we were great: the mighty Achaemenid Empire of Cyrus the Great was consolidated by Darius the Great, the man immortalised in the Bible for freeing the Jews. He built great palaces at Persepolis in marble and gold, black stones polished to a mirror-like sheen, set amidst a chequerboard of pairadiza – dream gardens rising out of the dusty earth of Fars. He received tributes from subjects converging on Iran from the furthest reaches of the world, different races living together in tolerance and peace under the embracing wings of Ahuramazda, the Zoroastrian god.


  Then we were conquered. First by Alexander the Great who burnt the palaces of Persepolis, carrying away their treasures on 20,000 mules and 5,000 camels, the mighty Persian Empire and all the splendours of the Achaemenid kings turned to ashes.


  Then it was the Arabs, whose conquest we have never recovered from. They came out of the desert, the crescent moon of Islam scything across the country, converting the populace as well as absorbing the land into another empire, this time one united by belief and the sweet sound of the call to prayer. Although the Arabs tried to erase all traces of Persian culture, burning our books and changing the alphabet, we Iranians resisted Arab cultural dominion. And yet we fell deeply in love with Islam, with its peace and charity, and this faith in the unseen gave new life to the arts and crafts at which Iranians already excelled. The poet Ferdowsi gave thirty years of his life to fashioning the Shahnameh, a mythical history of Iran’s past, our Illiad, Odyssey and Aeneid all rolled into one, a work of such devotion to Iran that it rescued our heritage and language from the Arab onslaught. Despite the Arab insistence on devotion only to Islam, Iranians continued to celebrate Nowruz on the moment of the vernal equinox, the ancient Zoroastrian celebration – the basis of Easter and other less ancient religious festivals – legitimised in Islamic society by the judicious placement of the Qur’an on the New Year table.


  Iran had survived the Macedonian upstart Alexander the Great, and even assimilated Islam, but it didn’t stand a chance against the genocidal force of the rampaging armies of Genghis Khan. The Mongol hordes plunged in from the north-east, conquering Samarkand and killing and raping innocents as they went, allowing nothing to stand in their way. Genghis Khan poured molten silver into the eyes and ears of his enemies and the plateau was flooded by the blood of the thousands that died. For two hundred years, the brutalised people of Iran lived in a state of terror so acute the stench of fear seeped into our genes. Even the land did not remain the same after the Mongols, who thought nothing of diverting rivers and wiping waterways from the map to subjugate enemy cities.


  More Mongol warlords followed with Tamerlane’s brutal reign, but Iranians held on to their ways – great art and architecture had come into being under the earlier Seljuq rule and continued to flourish under the descendents of Tamerlane. Persians have a habit of thriving when times are tough, somehow finding a way around the obstacles, infiltrating the dominant culture of the invader, transforming it to glory. In the first thousand years of our life as a country, Iranians learnt best of all how to survive. Our elaborate manners are designed to protect our private selves and this trait, born of so many invasions, has made Iranians adaptable above all else. Wherever we are scattered in the world, we integrate.


  It passed below us, mountains and valleys, deserts and seas all written, it seemed to me, with the stories of my ancestors, the whole country crisscrossed with our adventures, losses, passions and laughter. Up in the north-west province of Azerbaijan began my mother’s strand of my family’s story.


  Ali was from a family who for generations farmed land outside Baku in the Azerbaijan region that historically belonged to Iran but, like a hyperactive pawn, changed hands between Russia and Iran repeatedly through the nineteenth century. Ali, after an argument with his brothers, took his family and quit Baku, moving down to the revolutionary hotbed of Tabriz in Iran in 1909. In those heady days of the Constitutional Revolution, Tabriz was a magnet for all sorts of Caucasian revolutionaries, and a man who considered himself Iranian may well have chosen to follow his ideals and help his countrymen in their struggle for freedom, going to Tabriz to join the mojaheds.


  Ali’s son Abbas was not yet ten when he experienced the hunger and loneliness of those times, a city under siege, food becoming ever scarcer and the constant fear of attack by loyalist troops both outside and inside the town. Abbas would always bear inside him the hardship of that time and he developed a lifelong obsession with an overflowing sofra and multitudes to sit around it. Abbas Abbasian, as he was to become, was taken across the country to Esfahan where the family settled in the Armenian quarter of Jolfa but he was barely in his teens when he quit Esfahan’s turquoise domes and headed south to Abadan where he, with his quick wit and ability to work hard, prospered and made such a fortune that he was considered a suitable match for my grandmother Fatemeh Bibi, a khan’s only daughter.


  I knew my grandfather Abbas for just the first year of my life, and since my other grandfather had passed away long before my birth, I was brought up in a large family headed by a matriarch. Tiny and beautiful as a jewel, Maman-joon held fast the family in her small hands. Maman-joon’s miniscule frame loomed large in my memory and I knew that she would be there when, after our time in Tehran, we finally alighted in Shiraz.


  The other strand of my family were my father’s people who hail from the mountainous province of Kurdistan, the portion of a non-existent country that falls in Iran, and who made their home in Tehran. Legend has it that King Solomon banished five hundred mischievous djinns from his kingdom, flung by his wrath into the zigzag terrain of the Zagros mountains, a land so remote that the powerful king could forget all about the troublemakers. The crafty djinns, finding themselves lonely in the mountains, flew across into Europe where they chose five hundred beautiful virgins, with skin pale as alabaster and hair like flax, and transported them back to their new home where their union begat the Kurds, a people famed for their ferocity, their pale eyes and their hospitality; a race given to dancing and loving and fighting, as strong and stubborn as their beloved mountains. Legends and myths continue to cling to the slopes of the jagged peaks that form this land, and the Kurds wear their mythical status like a comfortable coat, always ready to slip on when the political climate demands.


  My Kurdish family are nearly as prodigious as my Persian family but, compared to the noisy Abbasians, they are made of much quieter stuff. The glittering exceptions to this rule are my Kurdish cousins, the women who were like aunts to me as I was growing up: Mehry and Guity. They were my mother’s age but always also somehow felt like friends and contemporaries – this was their great gift. Guity always produced delicious food and loved a snowball fight more than even the hot sweet tea she was addicted to. And beautiful Mehry used to take me out to drink café glacé after school and has been there for me through all the worst points of my life.


  She had come back to London – where she had completed her PhD – in our first few months there when we were all numb with the shock of exile, and she had turned up again some years later, materialised like an angel when I was bed-bound recovering from third-degree burns, missing sitting for university finals with my peers. I was twenty-one then and still in the throes of denying Iran, but she somehow managed to slip through the wall of Anglicisation I had built around me to fill me with her familiar, wry love. Seeing her sitting perched on the edge of my sickbed brandishing a pair of sharp tweezers, I had allowed her to pluck my eyebrows – though I had refused my mother access to them for years. Her legacies are with me to this day: a taste for good coffee and long sweeping eyebrows.


  I knew they were down below, waiting for us and, all too soon, the lights of Tehran were blinking up at me. I shuffled behind my mother and stood on the steps leading down from the aeroplane. That’s when it hit me; the night air, autumnal, carrying a suggestion of reddened leaves, the rushing of mountain springs and the snows to come. I had forgotten. I wasn’t prepared for the smells of the town where I had grown up – Tehran. I burst into tears.


  3

  Tehran


  My fears disappeared when the immigration official examined and then stamped my virgin Iranian passport without even looking up; he only addressed me when he said, ‘Welcome back to Iran, Khanoum Mohammadi.’


  In the baggage hall, I took in the scene as my mother busied herself with trolleys and porters. The hall was busy, clamouring with chatter and movement. Watching over everything, mounted high up on a wall, were pictures of President Rafsanjani and the Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Khamenei. In the centre, the picture that dominated all others, the image that still dominated the country, the blank stare of the dead revolutionary leader, Imam Khomeini.


  I looked through the glass wall and there they were, amongst the groups of excited families bearing bouquets of flowers: Mehry and Guity, so inescapably themselves that I was momentarily stopped in my tracks. Older certainly, the years having etched deeper furrows on Guity’s face than on Mehry’s beauty, but their eyes lit up like excited children’s when they saw us. We crossed the line and I fell into their arms, dwarfing them – it was the first time I had hugged Guity as a grown woman and she was so tiny that I could have put her in my pocket.


  We drove to their flat and, after the customary tea was drunk, I retreated to bed, my stumbling Farsi exhausted, my heart wrung out. There I found my pillow scattered with jasmine flowers – Mehry and Guity had never forgotten how much I loved them.


  The next morning the sunlight burnt through my eyelids, forcing my eyes open. I dressed and headed for the kitchen, where everyone was gathered waiting to make a fuss, give me tea, push on me flat bread sprinkled with sesame seeds and spread with white cheese, a jar of my childhood favourite – sour cherry jam – on the table. And best of all, I noticed as I took my seat at the table, there were the mountains. The Alborz framed in the window. Quite suddenly my heart soared. Of course I had remembered the mountains but I had forgotten their looming presence, so close, so vivid. We were in the north of the city, butting up to the mountains, and they were right outside the window, as they had seemed in my childhood home in Darrus, a part of Tehran that was then as far north as the city spread. In those days, opposite our rambling villa was a blank of wasteland, no houses or development yet, just orchards and, soaring up behind them, always capped by snow, the Alborz.


  That was before the city exploded to its present size, before the population of Tehran grew to 14 million souls, before the Iranian love affair with the car made it necessary to embroider Tehran with a spaghetti of motorways, to join up its furthest reaches with miles of tarmac. Tehran contains almost one fifth of Iran’s total population and all those people with their thoughts and dreams and ambitions need somewhere to live, so the only surprise in seeing the soaring skyscrapers punching Tehran’s skyline was the unexpected modernity of it.


  I had believed the Western media’s image of Iran as a land that had been taken back to the thirteenth century. But I soon found out that, while the Islamic Republic reverted to the Islamic calendar (on my first visit back in 1996 it was 1375 in Iran) and adopted Islamic law after the revolution, in reality Iran was a thoroughly modern country.


  The Iranians’ delight in all things new includes a passion for building the highest towers in the region and Iran’s most distinguished architects had begun a race for the most high-rise, glossy, mixed-use skyscraper the city had seen, and residential buildings started to join in, with apartment blocks becoming the norm. Wonderful old Persian houses were deemed spatially too inefficient, and the old houses set behind walls circling large rambling gardens of fruit trees and shallow pools have become a rarity in Tehran. Even villas built by the New Iranians like my father, men who had made their money in the booming sixties and seventies in industries such as oil, were being knocked down to make room for soaring blocks containing multiple lives, while the new rich, the mullahs and their friends, have constructed ever more palatial villas further north. You have to venture further up the Alborz’s fanning skirt nowadays to be in the higher reaches of the city. Tehran continues to grow, snaking up the mountain, the flats and houses and palaces creeping upwards. The height of the mountain will contain Tehran one of these days, but who knows how soon Tehranis will find a way to build and live and breathe at 3,000 metres.


  I spent those first days in Tehran not quite a tourist, not quite a local; neither British nor properly Iranian, but lost somewhere in the gap between the two, an empty space which was more dislocating than I had anticipated.


  Nothing was easy those days. I was a foreigner, though nonetheless Iranian enough to be mortified by my own lack of appropriate manners and language. But the stream of visitors who came to see me didn’t care how bad my Farsi was or how clueless I was about everything. They wept over me, they turned to my mother and kissed her hands, saying, ‘You took away a girl and you have brought us back a beautiful woman. Dastet dard nakone.’ All this love was at once comforting and overwhelming – I had accustomed myself to life alone, my answer to exile being an overdependence on the independence that I could not have here in Iran. Suddenly I was joined to my mother by an invisible umbilical cord, the presence of which made me deeply uncomfortable. I chafed but I had no choice but to submit.


  The rules of behaviour in this new Islamic Republic were so confusing to me that I learnt to hang back and be quiet and let others take the lead. I was trying to understand my own culture. It mortified me.


  At the airport, one of my male cousins, Firooz, had accompanied Mehry and Guity, and, although my heart had skipped to see him, I hadn’t dared to kiss him until we got back to the flat. That was another thing to remember in the Islamic Republic – you must not touch men in public.


  Actually, in the years to come, I was to discover this to be as relative as many other laws. There would be times when one of my uncles would take my hand as we walked down the street and not let it go. There would be times when they would clasp me in their arms at the airport, soaking my face in their tears. But whatever the rules governing these digressions from the law, I never fully understood them and so I pulled my scarf tightly over my hair, kept my face free of make-up, my coat loose and shoes flat – and I stood motionless in front of every man in my family, from teenager up, until their actions guided me.


  I was swept off to palaces and museums. The city I had grown up in had become a confusion of crisscrossing motorways – everything had changed. Everywhere, looming on the sides of buildings and on giant billboards by the highways, were lurid representations of Imam Khomeini. When I was growing up, in Mohammad Reza Shah’s time, photographs, usually of him decked out in military uniform, hung at the top of every classroom I attended. After the revolution, the shah’s picture was replaced by Ayatollah Khomeini’s impassive stare and images of the ‘martyrs’ of the war with Iraq. Painted poster-style with beautifully calligraphed snatches of poetry or revolutionary slogans, the men were portrayed surrounded by doves or garlanded with roses, the Iranian love of nature transforming even these dubious works into a continuation of the delicate sensibility of Iranian art. This was a new phenomenon, the lavish poster art that covered the side of buildings, often accompanied by verses of poetry or sutras from the Qur’ān, and it was hard to escape the presence of the Islamic Republic and its values at every turn.


  Thick smog hung over the city, the pollution choking my lungs. On the rare occasions that the smog would clear, the sight of Damavand on the horizon would transport me back to the city of my childhood. I loved walking down Tehran’s main thoroughfare, the wide and long Vali Asr – the new name for Pahlavi Boulevard – with its wide joobs gushing water and the plane trees stretched out overhead. Pahlavi was not the only street that had been renamed. The revolution and subsequent regime change had renamed many streets, squares and monuments, anything referring to the monarchy had been replaced by ‘Imam’ and many roads bore the names of the war’s most famous martyrs. Just to confuse matters further, some streets and areas were referred to by both their post and pre-revolutionary names. Navigating Tehran became, as so many things seemed to me on that first trip back, an exercise in confusion.


  The most powerful part of that trip, the simplest thing of all, was the love that I rediscovered for my extended family. It went beyond houses or gardens, confusing laws or latent guilt, beyond even the deserts and mountains that I had imagined linked me to the past. The love of my family anchored me and I realised that, for me, Iran will always be about the people whom I love.


  In Tehran there was my uncle’s family, and in the wild mountainous land of Kurdistan the rest of my father’s family, the women still wearing their multi-coloured long Kurdish dresses, like spangly birds of paradise. Kind, quiet people, characterised by wry humour and their teasing manner, the side of the family that produced our most brilliant academic achievers. My mother’s huge family is spread across the country now, some still in our native Khuzestan, in the hot and humid climes of Abadan and Ahvaz, while in Shiraz a selection of aunts, uncles and cousins from my mother’s side awaited me. So, after a week in Tehran and a whirlwind of the half-familiar faces of my father’s side of the family, my mother and I headed to Shiraz to be absorbed into the ample bosom that is the Abbasian family, my beloved Khaleh Mina among them, my mother’s sister and closest friend – and my favourite aunt.


  4

  Shiraz and the Abbasians


  The city of poets and nightingales, Shiraz is famed for its gardens, the smell of orange blossom in the spring and the overwhelming sentimentality of its people’s souls. It lies towards the south of the country, in the province of Fars, the cradle of the Persian civilization. An hour or so out of town, deep in the scrub, lie the remains of Persepolis, and nearby stand the remains of the tented city of the shah’s extravagant celebration of Iran’s 2,500 year anniversary, a testament to the folly of this self-aggrandising man. Among the nightingales and the gardens of Shiraz lives Khaleh Mina, one of my mother’s older sisters. Khaleh Mina is like a second mother to me; she was always there with her patience when my mother’s hot temper got the better of her, and with her raucous laugh when my mother’s frowns would open for no one else. I hadn’t seen her for nearly twenty years but the brightness of her love was such that all my attempts to forget her had been useless.


  And then there was my grandmother, Fatemeh Bibi Hayat Davoudy, or Maman-joon as we affectionately called her. As I sat on the plane and remembered her, a tiny sparrow of a woman, some inches short of five foot with jet-black hair, smooth white skin and green eyes, I had no doubt that she would still be a great beauty at the age of seventy-eight. What I had neglected to anticipate was how moved I would be to see her standing at the head of the family group that gathered at Shiraz to greet us. Doubled over and clinging to her as she hugged me, her tiny white arms encircled by gold, my face contorted with emotion as she reached up and patted my back, murmuring, ‘Hush my child, it’s OK, my child, it’s OK, my girl,’ just as she had when I had howled for my mother when she went away.


  Fatemeh Bibi Hayat Davoudy was born into a family of khans from the south just before Europe heard the first shot of the First World War ring out and just a few years after Iran saw the coronation of Ahmad Shah Qajar, an ambivalent teenager prone to fat who would be the last shah of the Qajar dynasty. Her family were landowners whose properties bordered the Persian Gulf, the sea where legend tells us King Solomon’s pearl ring dropped off his finger to be swallowed by the waves. Their lands stretched west along the coast from the port of Bushehr, a region traditionally known as Hayat Davoudy, which, along with the fronds of palm plantations, included several ports as well as the small island of Kharg, an innocuous piece of land dropped like an afterthought into the Persian Gulf.


  Fatemeh Bibi had been a longed-for daughter, a late addition to a family of three rambunctious boys. Her father, Mirza Esmael Khan Hayat Davoudy, had yearned for a baby girl. He had named her Bibi Bozorg and had loved her for the alabaster tones of her skin, the emerald green of her eyes and the raven black of her hair. But the indulgent khan’s happiness was short-lived and soon he was at the mosque begging on his knees for God to spare his daughter from the fever that threatened to carry her away. My grandmother’s fate seemed sealed until, as she often told me, there was a magical midnight visit to the baby’s sickroom by Hazrat Fatemeh, the blessed daughter of the Prophet, and Bibi Bozorg’s health was restored in exchange for the sight in her mother’s green eyes. And so my grandmother’s name was changed from Bibi Bozorg to Fatemeh Bibi to honour the saint, and her mother endured a period of blindness that lasted some months.


  Fatemeh Bibi grew up in a rambling house set behind mud brick walls, outside which the port town bustled with a stream of goods and people. These southern ports have played host to passers-by for generations and once Vasco de Gama opened up the sea route from western Europe to India in 1497 European travellers sailed through too, bequeathing to the likes of my family their green eyes and fair skin.


  Maman-joon entered the world when Iran was first clamouring for freedom and democracy. The Constitutional Revolution of 1905 to 1911 had left Iran with a constitution and a majlis (parliament), the first country in the region to implement such nascent democratic processes – but the corrupt Qajar shahs were manipulated by Imperial Russia and wave-ruling Britannia who, behind the scenes, played the Great Game – the contest for dominion over the near East and central Asia – and Iran was a colony in all but name.


  The shahs of the Qajar dynasty were weak and they carved up and sold off the country, giving concessions for railroads, for banks, for printing Iran’s first paper money, for fishing for caviar, for drilling for oil. Oil was struck in 1908, and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company was formed. In 1914, a certain Winston Churchill, Britain’s First Lord of the Admiralty, persuaded the British government to buy a majority share in the Company; Iranian oil had become crucial to them in 1912 when the Royal Navy converted all its ships from coal- to oil-fired engines. With Great Britain taking 84 per cent of the profits of Iranian oil, by the time Europe was rumbling towards war, profits from the nascent oil industry were already clinking in British coffers.


  When the Great War broke out, Iran announced her neutrality, but this did not deter Russia from occupying the north of the country, while the British added the oil fields of Khuzestan to their patch. The land was riven by fighting and famine – the Great War spared no one in its brutality, least of all a backward Eastern nation such as Iran that was so strategically situated. By the time the war was over, the country was in chaos. Tribal revolts and economic failure assailed the weak and unpopular shah. The populace, having survived the battle of the Great Powers in their land, were now starving to death or falling to typhus and the influenza epidemic.


  The war had brought nothing but devastation for Iran; her border provinces lost a quarter of their population to the fighting of foreign powers. After the Bolshevik revolution of 1917, Russia had quit the war and Britain was left as the sole Great Power in Iran. In desperation, Iranians resorted to that most Iranian of desires: the wish for a saviour. Whether expressed as belief in Imam Zaman, the Mahdi who will come to save the righteous at the end of days, or in support for a foreign power, we Iranians are apt to always look outside ourselves for both salvation and blame.


  The country needed someone to take it in hand, a strong man, someone dynamic. That man was Reza Khan, a soldier born to a humble family in Mazandaran, in a small mountain village in the moist, green northern province of Iran. Reza joined the Cossack Brigade at the age of fifteen, with no formal education, unable to read or write, but his ambition and commanding presence saw him rise swiftly through the ranks. He attracted the attention of the British who saw in his raw form their next ideal puppet and they supported him as he marched on Tehran to execute a bloodless coup so efficient that in the morning no one realised there had been a revolution in the night. Within a few months, Reza Khan had been appointed Minister for War with responsibility for the whole army. He cut an impressive, if rather grizzled figure, was a formidable disciplinarian, stood ramrod straight and was adored by his soldiers. Reza Khan had arrived and he was determined to modernise the country, whatever the British thought.


  Maman-joon once told me that when she was a child and still living in Bushehr, Reza Khan had stopped at the port town on his way to Khuzestan to quash a tribal rebellion, and her father, Mirza Esmael Khan, had been a member of his welcoming party. Afterwards, her father had described the great man with such animation, exaggerating so enthusiastically for his daughter’s benefit, that Fatemeh Bibi could never be persuaded that Reza Khan was anything but a ghoul – a giant with frizzy hair standing on end, an onion for a nose and manners so uncouth that he was capable only of shouting. That was the first time she had become aware of him, perhaps the only time she had given him thought, but his influence was to shape her life. His rush to modernise the country and his impatient bulldozing of traditions sent out ripples that reached even Fatemeh Bibi’s walled-in world.


  In February of 1924, a new majlis, under Reza Shah’s mastery, passed a series of reforms that imposed a two-year national service, and abolished honorary titles, obliging all citizens to obtain birth certificates and register a family name, as well as announcing extra taxes that would finance the Trans-Iranian Railway. Reza Khan’s reforms did not stop there; the old lunar calendar was replaced with a solar one which, though still dating from the Prophets Hejira to Medina, replaced the Muslim names of the month with names of Zoroastrian gods drawn from ancient Persian beliefs.


  The new centrally organised government of Reza Khan needed civil servants to administer the imperial domains now that tribal leaders and feudal landlords no longer held such sway. Lands were being taken in lieu of taxes and resources finally feeding back to Tehran, and Reza Khan himself was proving no stranger to cushioning himself against the fickleness of Persian fortune with a nest feathered by lands and factories of his own. Reza Khan, casting an envious eye over the achievements of Atatürk next door in Turkey, toyed with the idea of making Iran a republic. But, finding the public and the ulama unreceptive, he abandoned the idea and, with the British whispering support in his ear, he instead plumped for ousting the Qajar shah and taking the throne himself.


  Reza Shah was crowned Shahanshah – king of kings – in Tehran on 26 April 1926. The illiterate army officer with no surname chose the name Pahlavi for his dynasty, one heavy with heroic overtones. He ordered a new crown to be made and his coronation robe was of white, pink and black pearls sewn together. The new shah sat on the Peacock Throne, built of uncut jewels: diamonds, rubies, pearls and turquoises. Emeralds hung as tassels over the arms of the throne, 200 carats each. The different ethnicities of Iran were represented in processions of tribesmen that marched through Tehran, their heads held high. The foreign dignitaries attended parties every night in the new king’s honour, the night skies of Tehran illuminated with fireworks. A preternaturally solemn boy of eight attended the coronation attired in miniature military uniform – Reza Shah’s son Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was formally pronounced the Crown Prince of Iran and paid much conspicuous respect, even though it was rumoured that his father thought him soft.


  Reza Khan had become the Shah of Iran. The country had less than a thousand schools and only eight miles of railway. There was much work to be done.


  * * *


  After Reza Shah was crowned, Maman-joon’s life abruptly changed. My great grandfather and his brother gave up their hereditary lands to the crown and oversaw the transportation of their households to Khorramshahr in Khuzestan. The khans of Hayat Davoudy gave up their ancestral rights for positions in the new bureaucracy that Reza Shah’s centralisation of power called for. His victory in quelling the post-war tribal rebellions and bringing troublesome provinces such as Khuzestan to heel required a different way of running things, pulling together the threads that knitted Iran and with them spinning a new nation state.


  Fatemeh Bibi was transplanted to the unpromising soil of Khuzestan. Once there she flourished, settled happily and always called it home. Known as the birthplace of the nation, millennia back, a people known as Persians settled here even before making it to Fars, laying the foundations for all the splendid pre-Islamic dynasties: the Achaemenids, the Parthians, the Sasanids.


  Maman-joon had to wait until the ripe age of eighteen before she was wed. Her contemporaries were promised in marriage by the age of nine, but Maman-joon’s father doted on her so much that he never wanted her to marry. ‘I will keep her by my side until all her teeth fall out,’ he used to say. After rejecting suitor after suitor, he had been persuaded by his wife not to let their daughter ‘remain in this unnatural state any longer’. Fatemeh Bibi herself was keen to get married and start her life, and all the jokes of being pickled whenever she attended a wedding were beginning to grate on her soft temper. Eventually her father had chosen a merchant named Abbas Abbasian, a serious-looking man, with a lean frame and dramatically strong features, hooded eyes, high cheekbones and a hawkish nose that had taken some growing into. As a skinny boy his nose had dominated not just his face but his whole body, but as a man in his early thirties that strong hawkish proboscis that is even now being borne on prettier faces than his in places as far-flung as North America and western Australia by the children of his children, had come into its own.


  The man who finally married the cherished Fatemeh Bibi had grown up with none of her privilege. Abbas had no formal education, but he was a sharp boy, quick to absorb information and particularly brilliant at turning chance his way. After experiencing famine in Tabriz during the Constitutional Revolution, Abbas’s family had moved to Esfahan where Abbas had grown up in the mostly Armenian neighbourhood of Jolfa. Before the Great War began, he had already exhausted the slim pickings in Esfahan for work and, at the age of fifteen, he decided that he should seek his fortune abroad. When the stories from Khuzestan caught his ear, Abbas was ready to quit his family and try his luck in the new world being built by the British in Abadan. He took his cousin Akbar aside and started pouring into his head the stories he had heard, of the booming new job market in Khuzestan. Yes, he had heard Khuzestan was unbearably hot and that in winter a wind blew that pierced your very soul, but what of that? They could make money!


  Abbas and Akbar pooled their savings, packed their bags, said goodbye to their families and left behind the dusty streets of Jolfa washed by their mothers’ tears and the glorious turquoise tiles of the Safavid city for the long and arduous trip across the country and its biggest desert, their destination an unknown dream set somewhere in Abbas’ imagination.


  Abbas and Fatemeh Bibi had become husband and wife in a simple aghd in November 1932. She often told me that she had instantly, instinctively known that this was her man for life, come what may. She had sat cross-legged on the floor, her head covered, and next to her had settled this tall thin man she had never met, this stranger she was to spend her life with. A white veil was stretched above their heads, held up by female members of her family, while a cousin rubbed together two plump cones of sugar, raining granules of sweetness on the veil, a symbol of the taste of their life together.


  The first time she saw her future husband was in the mirror set in front of them where they sat on the ground side by side. ‘Naneh,’ she confided to me years later, ‘I wasn’t supposed to look – it’s not seemly. But I couldn’t resist it. I was so happy to be married at last.’ He was thirty-five and Fatemeh Bibi was eighteen but she felt the ripeness of her age more acutely than his.


  Abbas Abbasian had made his fortune in the early boom of the oil industry and was settled in Abadan in a large house and made a living from selling ice. In the heat of Khuzestan and with Abadan’s large British population so inordinately fond of their G&Ts, ice was a precious commodity and Abbas was doing well. The skinny youth had used all his native wit to find work and build a nest egg since arriving in Abadan. Working on the miles and miles of oil pipelines which had to be laid to transport the liquid money spouting out of various wells in Khuzestan to the refinery in Abadan, he had picked up enough English to be able to charm his masters. Soon he was the favourite odd-jobman for the British running the various oil projects – as well as laying pipelines, roads and jetties had to be built too; the great industry of oil needed modern facilities to turn that black rain into gold coins.


  Never one to miss an opportunity, Abbas had diversified his work whenever he could. He worked and he sold on whatever he came across, including bits of opium that he himself did not want and gradually, he found he was buying and selling opium at ever increasing profits. Opium was a favourite – and legal – pastime for the masses that now thronged Abadan, from the old aristocratic men who loved to lounge at home with friends and forget the aches in their bones by sucking on beautifully made pipes, to the poor Arab workers who slept dozens to a room and made little money from their backbreaking work, to the refined British bosses who amused themselves ‘playing Persian’ by stretching out on luxurious silk carpets and takiehs with a pipe at their mouths. Abbas, long an opium eater himself, soon doubled his income with his opium dealing and, as the years wore on, he prospered.


  I have a photo of my grandfather from this period, a black and white picture that was shot in a photographer’s studio with an elaborate backdrop, my grandfather and his cousin standing alongside another man whose name has been lost. He stares into the camera with a suspicious glare, his long frock coat, slim trousers and Pahlavi cap set off by the small moustache that sat above his lip like a button. His hair is jet black and he is skinny, his eyes slightly slanted, his cheekbones nearly as prominent as his nose and he looks serious and wary, mistrustful of the camera, of the photographer, of the world in general.


  My grandfather lost his suspicious look when his first baby was delivered in 1934. The serious little boy was named Ali for Abbas’ father but he was always called Shapour – an ancient Persian name that Fatemeh Bibi loved. Within two years she had given birth to her next child, and on she went like that for two decades until she finally stopped after twelve children. From the age of nineteen until she was in her mid-forties, Fatemeh Bibi was pregnant or nursing. Looking back at pictures of this time in her life, it is impossible to tell whether she is pregnant or has just given birth. At some point, her body just gave up regaining its form after each pregnancy and assumed a barrel-like shape that somehow took nothing away from her beauty.


  On one of our outings together when I first went back, Maman-joon saw me fiddling awkwardly with my headscarf and launched into a story that I first thought was designed to distract me. She told me that one of the gifts her father gave her on Shapour’s birth was a cloche hat of the type worn by the Hollywood sirens. This was the time of Reza Shah’s dress reforms, I realised, when the new Shah had displayed an obsession with sartorial control of his people, and, seemingly every year, there was a new edict on what Iranians had to wear. It started with the men, who suffered years of confusion – first it was the Pahlavi cap (which the devout wore turned backwards, nearly a century before American teenagers adopted the habit, so they could touch their foreheads to the ground in prayer), the chapeau and finally the fedora – but before long Reza Shah, in his drive for modernisation, was determined not just to homogenise Iran’s diverse ethnic population, but also to emancipate women.


  In 1935, on his only state visit to another country, Reza Shah popped next door to Turkey, where he’d greatly admired the reforming ways of Kemal Atatürk. In 1936 the edict was passed down that Iran’s women must now appear in public only unveiled, something that filled the devout Muslim women of Iran with shame. Maman-joon recalled the stories that had circulated at the time, of the women who left Abadan in droves and settled a few miles away over the border in Basra so they could avoid shaming themselves in the eyes of God. ‘Naneh,’ she rasped at me, ‘I remember helping our neighbours come over our walls to go to the baths – they were at the end of our street you know – because they wouldn’t leave the house uncovered.’ Her neighbour had told her how she had seen with her own eyes an old woman fall down dead in the street when a soldier had pulled off her chador.


  Maman-joon herself, like most women her age, had settled on the compromise that was eventually reached – they could wear a headscarf (allowed as long as it was made of silk from the shah’s own factory in Chalus), and her light chador was wrapped around her body as she went about her chores, ready to be thrown over her head should she choose. Women could choose to be covered or uncovered, at least in terms of the law. Tradition, religion and pressure from family and society narrowed the real choice, but the eventual result of Reza Shah’s enforced uncovering of women was that they could choose whether they wanted to don a chador or not. My grandmother told me that while she had understood that modernisation was needed, she could never understand what this had to do with whether she wore a chador or a hat.


  She might not have understood Reza Shah’s ways, but Maman-joon always adored his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. She had fallen for Mohammad Reza in 1939 when the crown prince and his new wife, Princess Fawzia of Egypt, had passed through Ahvaz on their way back from their wedding in Cairo, the royal party alighting at a port on the Persian Gulf down the coast and proceeding to Ahvaz where they boarded the royal train for Tehran. Fatemeh Bibi, heavily pregnant with her third child, had got a good look at the royal party in their full-length gowns, fur capes and long gloves, with their perfectly coiffed hair and little hats with delicate veils, the serious-looking crown prince in his army uniform, peaked cap on black Brylcreemed hair, his back ramrod straight and demeanour trying to project confidence. Fatemeh Bibi fell in love with the Hollywood looks of the women and the glamour that Mohammad Reza Pahlavi managed to project, even as he looked slightly unsure of himself.


  The day after the crown prince’s marriage in Cairo, Hitler conquered Czechoslovakia. Reza Shah, who loved to ride on trains, had invited the Germans to build his beloved Trans-Iranian Railway in a bid to reduce Iran’s dependency on Britain, and his links with the Nazis worried the Allies.


  Reza Shah saw much to admire in the fascists; many of the buildings that were erected in Tehran in the building boom of the thirties bore a sharp resemblance to Albert Speer’s. He banned the Iranian Communist Party and managed to worry the Allies so much that, in a secret deal with the Soviet Union, Great Britain removed Reza Shah from power in 1941. Britain invaded the south of Iran where their oil interests lay while the USSR partitioned the north of the country – and again Iran, officially standing neutral in another war, was invaded by foreign powers under the guise of protection of liberty, freedom and democracy. The Strong Man with the grizzled nose and domineering presence was forced by the foreign powers whose influence he had so tried to diffuse to abdicate in favour of his son.


  Reza Shah had shown that he meant business by bringing Iranian women out of purdah – no matter that in many cases it was done forcibly – and announcing a formal name change from Persia to Iran. The orientalist dream is over, he seemed to say to the world, you too can get to know us as we are, the original Aryan nation. You can call us all Iranians and, multitudinous though we are, we will present one face to the world – we will now look just like you.


  Reza Shah fled to South Africa where he died within three years, and his son, who too stood tall and erect garbed in his military uniform and expensive Swiss education, shared his father’s nose but none of his forceful personality, took over at home. Mohammad Reza Shah cut from the first an acceptable figure to Western powers – he was the model New Iranian, educated abroad, dressed in suits and speaking several languages with ease. There was nothing uncomfortable or uncouth about him as there had been with Reza Shah; he was young, serious and ready to be guided.


  My grandmother, like the rest of the nation, did not mourn Reza Shah – by the time of his abdication he had been extremely unpopular, forcing the people to embrace customs and ways they were little used to and liked less. Reza Shah had shown no particular desire for the love of his subjects – his project was to modernise Iran, to make her independent and great, and he did not care to sweeten the bitter taste of the pills he forced his subjects to swallow.


  By contrast Mohammad Reza Shah from the first courted his subjects. He took the throne traumatised by the abrupt removal of the Strong Man and the shame of the crumbling of Reza Shah’s army in the face of the Allies’ invasion – this institution that had symbolised the power of the monarchy. Stripped of many of his powers he took instead to heart the adulation of the people who thronged to see him on his provincial tours and who seemed to find him easy to love.


  Fatemeh Bibi had arrived in the world a few months before the Great War and by just before the start of the Second World War she had given birth to her fourth child and third daughter, Mina. My grandmother, for all the calm of her disposition, could not stand the explosions that shook the walls of her house and left her shaking like a leaf and she was convinced that fortune would not smile on Mina. ‘Her step was unlucky,’ Maman-joon muttered darkly from time to time when they had bickered.


  Soon after Mina’s birth and the outbreak of the Second Word War, Abbas removed his family from Abadan and moved for a few years to Esfahan where he had a sister. Iran was once more occupied by foreign soldiers, the populace chafed under foreign control and soon Iranians were openly resisting the Allied occupation. Farmland was again laid to waste under the boots of farangi soldiers and hunger and poverty was spreading among the populace. Abbas had been asked to spy on the British for the resistance, but he had refused. A man of principle, he declared that after spending a lifetime breaking bread with these people, he would not spy on them now, and he chose to quit Abadan rather than go against his conscience. Maman-joon sighed when she told me this story and added, ‘Your grandfather was a stubborn man, when he had a principle nothing would change his mind.’ I thought about how difficult it must have been for her, newly delivered of a baby, to move her whole family and household to a strange town in the middle of war and occupation. In those days, before internal flights or fast trains, a journey from Abadan took days overland, through dangerous deserts and military lines. She must have wished he could overcome his principles, but although I never knew my grandfather Abbas, I knew well the iron will of his that he had bequeathed to his daughter Sedi, my mother. ‘But Naneh,’ Maman-joon continued, ‘whatever he was, your grandfather was always a man for living.’


  Esfahan, the Safavid jewel, a dream of Persian craftsmanship at its best, lies to the north of Shiraz. She rose to greatness when Shah Abbas I moved the capital to Esfahan and commenced a great building programme, and some of the most ebullient buildings man has ever produced were constructed there from 1598 onwards. The gardens and palaces that bloomed all over Safavid Esfahan turned it into an oriental dream, carried back to Europe in stories relayed by foreign ambassadors to the Safavid court. Shah Abbas may have felt his position so threatened that he gouged out the eyes of two of his own sons and put another to death, but all over Iran the splendid, rich motifs of Persian art flowered, on the famous silk and wool carpets, on printed fabrics, on wrought metalwork, on miniature paintings of lovers drinking wine and on the jigsaw of tiles that decorates mosques and palaces.


  The new energy apparent in Safavid Iran was Shiism. This dynasty forced the conversion of Iran to Shia Islam, the faith of the underdog, the branch of Islam whose followers believe that Ali was the rightful heir to the Prophet Mohammad and who went on to fight with the caliphate until a schism was created that forever separated Shia Islam from Sunni. The Safavid conversion could be brutal but nonetheless the Safavid shahs not only arrayed Iran in some of its most splendid attire, but they made her the only Islamic nation that follows Shiism.


  The family stayed in Esfahan and my mother was born there in 1943. Her name, according to Maman-joon, was given by a passing dervish who Abbas brought home for dinner. He told her that she would bring luck on their house and that she should give her a good Muslim name. Maman-joon had acquiesced and my mother was therefore called Sedigheh.


  In 1945, when Sedigheh Abbasian was two years old, the family moved back to Abadan. Word had reached them that with the war drawing to a close, Abbas’ troubles were over and he was now welcome to return. Fatemeh Bibi smiled in secret satisfaction; she had taken it upon herself to petition the young shah and, having written her petition with great care, Fatemeh Bibi had taken the opportunity of a visit by the shah’s Egyptian wife to a local school to push her way through the throng and, holding aloft her letter with one hand while the other clutched the flower-sprigged chador she always wore outdoors, she had approached the princess’ motorcar.


  Maman-joon told me that she had somehow shoved her way to the front of the crowd and called out to the princess, entreating her. Eventually a hand had emerged from deep within the luxurious interior of the car and had extended from the open window towards her. Fatemeh Bibi had stepped forward, pushing her letter in font of her. She told me the hand was beautiful, delicate, white with long painted fingernails and laden with jewels. She watched the fingers close around her letter and draw back inside the car. She never told Abbas, but she was convinced that their return to Abadan was the result of a direct intervention from the shah’s wife herself.
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