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                                              Abstract 

 

The Iranian Queer is both an exploration and a literary creation of queerness in the context of 

Iran. This is a practice-based PhD in Literature and Creative Writing for which I am 

submitting a collection of twelve short stories (52000 words) and twenty poems (4000 words) 

and four flash fictions that I have translated (1000 words), themed around the identity and 

representation of Iranian queers.  

In the second volume of this PhD is the Critical Component which is 30000 words 

and consists of an introduction, three chapters, a long conclusion, and bibliography. In the 

Critical Component I explore the scholarly definitions of queerness by scholars such as Sara 

Ahmed and Judith Butler, and then continue to explore representations of Iranian queers in 

Iranian modern and contemporary literature produced by Iranian women both before and 

after the Islamic Revolution in 1978. This PhD is an exploration of queerness through a 

postcolonial lens. Therefore, whilst looking closely at the representations of queers and our 

erasure, I also explore depictions of Iran as a country in the literature produced by Iranian 

women mostly after the Islamic Revolution.  

In my conclusion, I argue why it is absolutely necessary to have postcolonial 

representations of Iranian queers in contemporary literature, whilst explaining why I have 

chosen short story and poetry as my main mediums. It is completely up to the readers to 

decide which volume they would like to read first; whilst my practice and research support 

each other and have enriched and influenced one another, each can also stand on its own and 

speak for itself.  

 

 



 3 

Volume 1: Creative Component  

 

The Ministry of Guidance (Short stories) 

 

The Ministry of Guidance…………………………………………………………… 8 

Caspian……………………………………………….………………………………. 18 

Soho………………………………………………….………………………………. 32 

Spoilt………………………………………………………………………………….. 40 

Tehran Yaoi………………………………………………………………………….. 

Oshima……………………………………………………………………………….. 

49 

62 

An Evening of Martyrdom…………………………………………………………... 78 

God’s Mistake………………………………………...……………………………… 

Art Lessons…...……………………………………………………………………… 

90 

107 

Shiraz Rains……………………………………………...…………………………… 133 

Acid……………………………………...…………………………………………… 142 

Transit ………………………………………………………………………………... 160 

 

Glossary of Selected Non-English Terms………………………………………………     171 

Table of Poems (taken from sorrows of the sun [skyscraper, 

2017] and THE rocksong of sogolsur) 

 

Infected Parrot……………………………………………………………………….        173 

Ode to Self…………………………………………………………………………….      175 

The Leather Sun……………………………………………………………………….      176 

Hiraeth…………………………………………………………………………………      177 

Sometimes our Persona Melts in the Sun……………………………………………...      178 

Night by Day…………………………………………………………………………..      181 

My Favourite Painting…………………………………………………………………      183 

In Your Arms I Am A Boy…………………………………………………………           184 

Game………………………………………………………………………………..           185 

On the Phone……………………………………………………………………....             187 



 4 

Inheritance………………………………………………………………………………  192 

Euston Station…………………………………………………………………………     195 

Hologram…………………………………………………………………………            196 

Lovesong………………………………………………………………………………     197 

Cliff Trip………………………………………………………………………………      198 

Blood Days……………………………………………………………………………      199 

The Future Is Queer: A Manifesto…………………………………………………           200 

And the Ashes of Masculinity will Melt in the Wind………………………………          201 

The Wicked Capital……………………………………………………………………      202 

 

 

Translation Table (Table of Flash Fictions): 

 

A Very Great Wish Is Called Apotheosis………………..……………………………. 205 

Useless Excuses……………………………………………….………………………. 206 

The Truth Comes Out from the Mouth of a Child…………………………………….. 207 

Black-Haired…………………………………………………………………………... 208 

 

 

 

 

Volume 2: Critical Component 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction 212 

What is Queerness and How Do We Define the Term ‘Queer’?............................... 212 

Chapter Summaries……………………………………………………………….... 215 

 

Chapter One: The Effects and Outcomes of the Islamic Revolution in Iran on 

Iranian Female Sexuality 

217 

Historical Context…………………………………………………………………. 217 

Hejab……………………………………………………………………………… 223 

My Creative Work: (Re) Writing Iranian Women’s Sexuality…………………… 230 



 5 

 

Chapter Two: Hostage Narrative, Heteronormativity, and The Construction of 

‘the Iranian Woman’ in Iranian Women’s Writing in Postrevolutionary Iran: 

The Case of Marjane Satrapi: Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the 

Story of a Return (2003), Embroideries (2005), and Chicken with Plums (2006) 

233 

‘New Image of Iran’?.................................................................................................. 235 

Social Class………………………............................................................................. 238 

The Race Issue……………………………………………………………….……... 245 

The Truthfulness of Representations……………………………………………….. 247 

The Movie Animation………………………………………………………………. 248 

The Use of Popular Dichotomies and Binarisms in Persepolis…………………….. 249 

Representations of Iranian Female Sexuality in Marjane Satrapi’s Embroideries…. 252 

Representations of Iranian Women in Marjane Satrapi’s Chicken with Plums….…. 256 

Conclusion.……………………………………………………………………….… 258 

 

Chapter 3: Amongst Darkness/  

Representations of Iranian Female Sexuality in the Words of Forough 

Farrokhzad 

260 

Forough Farrokhzad’s Biography and Poetry……………………………………..... 263 

Forough Farrokhzad’s Fame and the Scholarship on Her…………………………... 268 

1950s: Forough Farrokhzad’s Early Feminism with a Focus on Her First Three    

Collections: The Captive (1955), The Wall (1956), and Rebellion (1958).……… 

273 

Another Birth (1964) and Its Feminism……………………………………………. 278 

Let Us Believe in the Advent of the Cold Season…………………………………… 282 

On Queerness and the Dilemma of Translating Farsi into English………………… 287 

Conclusion…………………………………………………………………………. 303 

The Influence of Forough’s Poetry on My Poetry…………………………………. 304 

 

Conclusion………………………………………………………………………… 305 

The Lack of Iranian Queers Representations……………………………………… 306 

Iranian Queer Refugees……………………………………………………………. 312 

Queer Writers; What I Learned and What I Created………………………………. 314 

More About My Critical Framework……………………………………………… 315 



 6 

My Principal Form and Medium: Short Story…………………………………….. 319 

My Other Medium: Poetry………………………………………………………… 324 

CONCLUSION OF CONCLUSION Or ‘Conclusion of All that Is Inconclusible’ 327 

 

 

Bibliography…………………………………………………………………                                     

 

Acknowledgments                                                                                                         

 

 

329 

 

337 

  

        List of Illustrations         

 

Figure 1: Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the 

Story of a Return (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p.121………………… 

 

240 

 

Figure 1: Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the 

Story of a Return (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p. 35. ………………… 

 

241 

 

Figure 3: Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the 

Story of a Return (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p. 36.…………………. 

 

243 

 

Figure 2: Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the 

Story of a Return (London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p.79………………….. 

 

246 

Figure 3: Marjane Satrapi's Embroideries (London: Jonathan Cape, 2005), 

no page numbers...…….………………………………………………….. 

 

255 

Figure 6: Scene from the screening of the documentary The House Is 

Black, produced and directed by Forough Farrokhzad, 1962…………….. 

 

   266   

Figure 4: One of the many street bookshops of Tehran, selling The 

Complete Collection of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry and her 'Private 

Letters' in the top row, beside other black-market best-sellers, including a 

Persian translation of Mein Kampf and The Complete Poetry of Sohrab 

Sepehri. Picture taken by the author, April 2018………………………… 

 

 

 

 

270 

Figure 5: A postcard illustrating Forough Farrokhzad in a contemporary 

setting. I purchased this card in an Iranian bookfare at SOAS in 2016. 

Picture taken by author……………………………………………………. 

 

 

271 

Figure 9: Rome 1956. Forough (on the left) with her ‘artistic soulmate’  

          Behjat Sadr (on the right). Behjat was an Iranian Modernist artist who  

died in 2009………………………………………………………………          302 

 

 



 7 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            THE MINISTRY OF GUIDANCE 

 

 

 

A Collection of Short Stories 

 

 

                                                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 



 8 

                                                   The Ministry of Guidance 

 

 

Sogol entered her mother’s bedroom and asked her if she had a chador. Her mother closed 

her book and widened her honey-coloured eyes. ‘Why?’  

Sogol smiled, barely concealing her excitement. ‘I’ve been given an appointment for 

the Ministry of Guidance tomorrow!’   

‘I know,’ her mother said, ‘but why do you want to wear a chador?’ 

‘To fool them,’ Sogol laughed, ‘to look chaste!’  

‘Actually, I do have a chador,’ her mother said, half-laughing, ‘a proper black one I 

used to wear when I first started teaching.’ 

‘See, I’m not the only hypocrite! I have to be sure that they’ll grant permission for my 

poetry collection!’  

Her mother opened the wooden door of her closet, stepped into it and rummaged 

through her sheets and clothes, ‘I’m not sure if I can find it though,’ she murmured. ‘Oh, here 

it is!’ Stepping out of the closet, she handed a lengthy black cloth to Sogol. ‘Wear it now! 

You should look confident and comfortable in it, otherwise, they’ll know it is the first and 

last time you’re wearing it.’  

She dropped the chador over Sogol’s head, and they both looked in the enormous 

wooden-framed mirror on the vanity table beside the bed. After a few seconds of surprise, 

they both let out a hysterical laugh. ‘Actually, it kind of suits you,’ Sogol’s mother said, still 

laughing, ‘you look like the actresses in the TV series shown in Ramadan. Chaste. And fake.’ 

Sogol guffawed back, ‘I’m not fake! I actually look like a proper Muslim girl. It has 

transformed my whole character, weird how one piece of clothing can do so much.’ 

Sogol let go of the chador and it fell to the floor. ‘Thanks, mum.’ Staring into her 

mother’s eyes thinking about their strangely beautiful colour, asali. 
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Her mother touched her shoulders, ‘Don’t worry, your book will be published. We have 

already censored all the naughty things in your poems. They will pick on a few things, you 

will change them, and done. That’s how it is with my translations. It’s not difficult, just 

annoying.’ 

‘I know. But I really want this, I’ve never wanted anything as much as the publication 

of this book. I want to become a real poet.’ 

‘You are a real poet.’ Her mother reassured her.  

‘You know what I mean.’  

 

When Sogol left her mother’s bedroom at midnight, she realised she was shaking in ecstasy, 

holding in her hands the black chador, the key to her dreams.  

Despite the fact that she had to get up early in the morning in order to make it to the 

Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance at 9 a.m., she couldn’t fall asleep. She lay awake 

until three in the morning, dreaming of strolling with her mother in green alleys, watching the 

sunset, and finally fathoming the colour of her mother’s slanted eyes – not the colour of 

honey – but sunset. And then she recalled this is an image in one of her poems, called Honey 

of the Sun, asal-e-khorshid.  

 She woke up at seven with The Fugees’ Ready or Not blasting out of her mobile, but 

she could not open her eyes because they were too dry. She got out of bed, eyes half-closed, 

head throbbing, her room the golden orange of the sunset in her dream. She looked around 

her room and saw the chador lying furled on the floor, a dead serpent.  

 She went to the bathroom, cautious not to make any sound so her mother wouldn’t 

wake up. Whilst urimating, she imagined herself at the Ministry of Guidance. She was 

excited about going to that castle, thrilled about wearing a chador, acting chaste, pretending 

to be a virginal Muslim girl. Then she thought of all the boys and girls she wrote poetry 
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about, and thought about her mother. She hadn’t told her mother that the first page would be 

a dedication note to her. For everything she had done, for all the encouragement and 

inspiration. Sogol wanted to weep with a strange joy, despite the fact that it was early in the 

morning and she felt puffy and realised she was sitting on the toilet seat for nothing, just 

thinking about being published, and making her hard-working mother proud. She pulled up 

her pants and looked in the mirror, brushing her teeth. Her toothbrush moving in and out of 

her mouth felt like congealed vomit. She wished she could eat something before leaving the 

house, but she knew she couldn’t at such an early hour, she could hardly open her mouth. She 

kept staring at her puffy, sleepy face in the mirror. She knew everybody who considered her 

pretty did so only because they hadn’t seen her mother. Everybody who saw her mother, only 

called her naaz: cute, never pretty, and they were absolutely right.  

She thought of her age, twenty-two, and her mother’s, fifty-three, and thought the 

impossible thought. Sogol thought of her poem, called Age. ‘Your age is raining on me, like 

cactus on bare skin’. What did she even mean? She almost hoped her poetry would get 

rejected because it was bad and publishing it would be a disgrace. But they were still poems. 

It would make her mother happy.  

She went to her room, putting a black scarf on her head, maghna’e. The formal 

headscarf, something she used to wear at school and then at the university. Something she 

hated. A black scarf that would just fit the head, sewn under the chin. Covering breasts and 

neck also. She then wore a long green manteau to look bad. Bad enough to be chaste. She 

looked in the mirror and realised she was happy despite everything. She avoided using any 

make-up to look even more chaste and innocent. She knew that without it, her face looked 

like the face of a clueless twelve-year-old. She was aware she could look innocent even when 

she wasn’t. This was all a game and she was going to win. Her mother knew people in the 

publishing industry, and she could go to the formidable Ministry only because her mother had 
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pulled strings. She was, after all, lucky. Sogol put on a quilted black jacket on top of her 

manteau to keep warm. And then she threw the chador on her head, almost laughing in the 

mirror, suffocated by excitement. If this is the price of being published, I will pay it, it will be 

funny.  

She left their house in Vanak, and walked to the main square in order to flag down a 

shared taxi. She did not feel like driving in the morning traffic of Tehran, she wanted to snore 

happily in the taaksi behind her enormous sunglasses, cut off from her surroundings, the 

morning, the smoke, the people shouting about politics in the taxi at eight in the morning, she 

just couldn’t deal. Her eyes were aching from lack of sleep. She wanted to be home, and to 

find an excuse to enter her mother’s bedroom and cuddle with her on the bed, under the 

pretext that it was cold.  

She was aware that her friends and classmates were mostly applying to continue their 

studies abroad; the US, the UK, Canada, Germany, France, and even Malaysia. ‘Anywhere 

but here. Studying is an excuse to leave.’ Her best friend, Yasaman, had said. But Sogol 

would never do that. Despite everything, she loved her country, like a mother loving her 

mentally-disabled child. She liked Tehran despite the pollution, religion, corruption, 

madness, and anger. Despite these things or because of them? She usually wondered. It felt 

like being inside a piece of postmodern art. She loved Tehran because that was where her 

father had died and where her mother lived. She would become successful in Tehran, like her 

mother. She did not mind the compulsory hejab, unlike many of her friends who constantly 

complained about it. She found it funny, ironic, to wear a hijab, to cover your sins, to 

exchange numbers with cologne-scented boys whilst being undercover. It was like being a 

spy. It was a game, and she knew she would win. Because she was clever, like her dead 

father and her lively mother.  
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When she reached the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance, her body started trembling 

under her chador. It was not just the enormousness of the building that was disarming; there 

was something inexplicably intimidating about it. It was situated inside an organised garden, 

with security guards looking like soldiers. The building itself was an enormous brown cube. 

Two guards pounced in front of her,  

 ‘Ma’am, where are you going?’ 

‘I have an appointment. At 9.’ Sogol whispered, looking at the grey ground.  

‘With whom? And why? 

‘Regarding my poetry book, with Mr. Mohammadi.’ 

‘Okay, go.’ They let her pass through the bars into the glossy building. All the newly 

published books were on display, she stood and looked at them, ‘The life of Imam Ali’, ‘The 

Holy Wars of the Prophet Muhammad’ ‘The Different Interpretations of Baghareh Sura’ 

‘Hazrat-e Fatemeh and Her Holy Life’.  

Sogol was stunned. Where was all the poetry? All the books she always purchased from 

the bookshops? Sohrab Sepehri, Forough Farrokhzad, Ahmad Shamloo, translations of Sylvia 

Plath, Lorca, and Neruda. There was no trace of them, they obviously did not belong in the 

display of the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance. She laughed at her own naiveté. She 

relished the hypocrisy in a strange way, just as she was revelling in wearing a black chador. 

It was all a game, and unlike her friends, she knew how to play.  

She took the lift to the fourth floor to Mr. Mohammadi’s office. Sogol was ready to 

express to a hideous bearded man how she was an Islam-loving poet. That she was chaste. 

And she was pure.  

She found the office and there were a few other people in the sunny room behind their 

desks, a few men and one woman, the woman was also wrapped in a black chador, Sogol felt 

vaguely victorious, terrified, confident. 
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 ‘Salam,’ she smiled at the unfriendly woman. ‘I am looking for Mr. Mohammadi,’ 

Sogol was careful not even to look at the men, that is how chaste she was acting. Not even 

one look at the namahram. Before the woman opened her mouth, one of the men emerged in 

front of her, unsmiling.  

‘That’s me.’  

Sogol was speechless. Mr. Mohammadi looked the opposite of what she had in mind. 

To start with, Mr. Mohammdi was clean-shaven. Milky skin, no trace of a stain, acne or 

beard on his smooth face. His eyes were light blue matching his shirt, his brown eyelashes 

draping his eyes. Sogol looked down, she could stare at the physical beauty of Mr. 

Mohammadi for hours if she let herself, but that was the wrongest place and time, and he was 

the wrongest person. She looked down at his shoes, shiny black, like wet nights after snow.  

‘I…’ 

‘What do you want, ma’am?’ Mr. Mohammadi was ‘licking her with his eyes’, as her 

friends would’ve described. 

‘Mr. Afshar told me to come here, to see whether or not my book has been granted 

permission for publication.’ 

‘What is your book called?’ 

‘Earthquake in Ruins,’ 

‘Oh yes, let me see,’ Mr. Mohammadi, sat behind his computer, scrolling up and down, 

Sogol looked down. ‘It’s number 18653279.’ 

‘Thanks!’ 

‘We don’t know yet,’ Mr Mohammadi shot her another blue glance. ‘It is still being 

processed.’  
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Sogol wanted to scream. It was more than a year now. She was twenty-one when her 

mother found her a publisher who would publish the poems. She fought hard not to say 

anything and to be polite. ‘Alright, thank you very much.’ 

‘Goodbye.’ Mr Mohammadi didn’t even look at her.  

On her way out, Sogol was holding onto her chador so that it wouldn’t fall. She hated 

the fact that she felt like sobbing. She walked quickly, unable to wait to leave that monstrous 

building, to get rid of the suffocating chador, and to return to the safety of home.  

 

She was walking out of the garden of the Ministry of Guidance into the empty alley when 

Mr. Mohammadi jumped in front of her. Sogol thought, what a strange coincidence, until Mr. 

Mohammadi told her, ‘Look, I did not want to say it in front of my colleagues, but your book 

has been deemed immoral. Therefore, it has been refused permission.’ 

Sogol opened her mouth without uttering a word, then closed it. Mr. Mohammadi had 

more to say to her, ‘But I really want to help you,’ 

Sogol avoided his eyes not because she wanted to look chaste, but because she realised 

she could not tolerate his heavy glances at her lips. ‘I will call you on Friday to tell you how 

to fix the problems if you want.’  

‘That is terribly kind of you. Thank you, I will fix everything you say is problematic.’  

‘You’re not married, are you? Would it be okay if I called?’ Mr. Mohammadi said, 

stepping closer to Sogol. 

‘I’m not married.’ Sogol muttered.  

Mr. Mohammadi took out his Nokia mobile, ‘What is your number then?’ 

Sogol uttered her mobile number, wanting to escape. Mr. Mohammadi repeated the 

number to her before saving it, slowly stepping closer. 
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Sogol could not move. A car passed by. To Sogol’s relief, Mr. Mohammadi stepped 

back and said, ‘I’ll call you to discuss this. Bye for now.’ And turned towards the direction of 

the Ministry.  

  Sogol ran all the way back to the crowded taaksi station.  

 

Kurt Cobain was screaming in her ears and she was staring at the traffic in order to withhold 

her tears. She loathed them. She detested her weakness. She wished she could be like her 

mother, if a man had talked to her mother like that, her mother would’ve strangled him. Her 

mother wouldn’t have been a pushover like her, ready to be abused by a repulsive beautiful 

hypocrite in order to get her books published. Her mother was genuine. Sogol was fake, like 

her chador, innocence, and chastity, like her poetry. She did not even deserve to get 

published. She was shedding tears, and noticed she couldn’t even hear Kurt Cobain, because 

the taxi driver was screaming at someone in the traffic, calling another driver, a ‘whore’s 

son’, ‘madar jendeh’, Sogol took off her chador and headphones pushing them into her black 

bag, and realised her phone was ringing. It was a new number, Mr. Mohammadi’s lustful tone 

of voice filled her ears like poison, ‘Are you free on Friday?’  

‘Yes! I can even come to your office tomorrow,’ Sogol said, trembling.  

‘Oh, but the Ministry is closed on Fridays! We have to meet someplace else!’ Mr. 

Mohammadi murmured, ‘How about my flat?’  

Sogol did not know how to respond. She felt like holding her phone to the sweary 

mouth of the cab driver.  

‘Where do you live?’ Sogol asked, not wanting to miss out on this ugly opportunity.  

‘East Tehran.’  

Sogol had a vivid premonition of herself in Mr. Mohammadi’s claustrophobic flat in 

polluted East Tehran, stripped and shivering, Mr. Mohammadi forcing her to kneel on his 
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carpetless floor. Sogol whispered to her phone, ‘Can I call you back?’ and hung up, pushing 

against the other passengers sitting beside her. The taxi stopped near her house, opposite Mr. 

Bahman’s corner shop. Sogol paid the driver and got out of the car.  

Their house was strangely quiet because her mother was out with her friends. Sogol 

slept for five hours, dreaming of fire, of Mr. Mohammadi running after her in empty alleys 

with his repulsive beauty, and instead of a penis, he had a pen hanging out from between his 

skinny white thighs, and Sogol was running, not wanting to be skewered by that cheap Bic 

biro. She kept running until she was woken by the sound of her mother, talking on the phone, 

laughing, and Sogol left her sweaty bed, finding it hard to breathe, galloping to her mother. 

Her mother hung up, looking worried, ‘What is wrong, my darling?’ 

Sogol told her everything, everything about Mr. Mohammadi, about his long lashes, 

devouring blue eyes, his ‘offer of help’, the published books on the display of the Ministry, 

the garden, the taxi driver using swear words when Mr. Mohammadi called, she recounted 

this to make the whole episode sound funny, but her mother was furious. Her mother wasn’t 

laughing, she was shaking with fury. ‘How dare he?’ her mother exclaimed, ‘Call him, tell 

him what he is doing is illegal, tell him he has no right to abuse his power, tell him to fuck 

himself, call him. Now!’ 

‘Calm down, maman,’  

‘Get me some water,’ her mother said.  

Sogol brought out the cold bottle of water from the fridge. Poured two glasses, giving 

one to her mother, slurping the other herself. ‘Don’t even call him. Just completely ignore 

him. Let him die, filthy piece of shit!’ 

Sogol laughed. She went to her room, she called him from her mobile, ‘I consulted with 

my mother. She says this is supposed to be a formal process. This is not how it should be.’ 

After a few seconds of stone silence his informal, aggressively flirtatious tone changed into a 
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formal one, ‘Okay, ma’am. Whatever suits you. Ensha’allah the answer will be positive.’ As 

if this was a pregnancy test. He hung up without saying goodbye. Sogol knew her book 

would not be published. But she was not sad.  

Then the sound of the kettle filled her room, this was the music she loved the most. Her 

mother was making tea.  
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                                                                      Caspian 

 

Mojgan couldn’t concentrate on her namaz.  ‘Ashhadu alla ilaha illallah…’ How many pairs 

of knickers should I take with me for three days? ‘Assalamu alaikum wa rahmatullahi wa 

barakatuh’  

She kissed the clay mohr, took off her floral chador and folded her embroidered 

janamaz.  

Tonight, she was too excited to read the Quran. Also, she needed to pack, and it was 

already nine.   

Her parents were asleep, but she knew Mohammad was awake, probably staring at his 

computer screen, his long lashes motionless. Mojgan and her mother and aunts always 

laughed at God’s sense of humour for granting her brother such affluent lashes whilst giving 

her almost none. Her mother bought tubes of mascara to fix this ‘issue’, but Mojgan had an 

allergic reaction to even the most expensive ones. And she secretly hated make-up. She 

wanted to look as innocent as possible. Like the mental image she had of Hazrat-e Fatemeh. 

Except she didn’t want to die yet, even though Mojgan was almost the same age at which 

Hazrat-e Fatemeh had become a martyr: eighteen. Mojgan wanted to go to university and 

become a physician.  

At eleven o’clock, she knocked on Mohammad’s door.  

‘Come in,’ he whispered. Mojgan knew he’d close all the Internet pages and turn off 

that strange music before letting anyone in.  

Mojgan sat on Mohammad’s messy bed. It had a nice smell - Adidas cologne and the 

natural scent of his skin, which she’d loved since they were little.  

‘Why aren’t you asleep yet?’ Mohammad swung on his chair to face her, smiling. 

‘We’re leaving early in the morning. Armin will pick us up at eight.’ 
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‘You can’t wake up at eight,’ Mojgan said, giggling.  

‘I’ll have to - it’s Armin’s order! And since he’s driving and wants to avoid the traffic, 

we have to obey him… But we can sleep in the car.’ 

‘What’s his car?’  

‘Maxima. White.’ 

‘So, they’re rich?’  

‘I think so… His mother is a dentist.’ 

‘That’s so cool!  Do you remember that time he came over here and Mum burned the 

rice? So, we had to serve stew with bread…’ Mojgan still recalled the burnt food, the stench 

of shame.  

‘How can I forget,’ Mohammad chuckled. ‘Are you all packed?’ 

‘Yes! Are you sure you still want me to come? I feel kind of extra… Armin is your 

friend and there’s no other girls… Isn’t that a bit weird?’ 

‘We’d love you to come! You need to see the Caspian Sea. The sensation of floating on 

it is perfect.’ 

‘Isn’t it polluted, though?’ 

‘Not as polluted as Tehran’s air. Also, Armin’s villa is in a nice area: Mahmood Abad. 

It’s stunning… You have to come out of your shell and see the rest of your country - I want 

you to see new things. Mum and Dad haven’t shown us much...’  

Mojgan rejoiced in the memory of Mohammad arguing with her parents about letting 

her travel to the north. She never imagined they would agree. But Mohammad had won the 

argument by parading passionate logic.  

‘She needs to see the world. You’re raising her like cave people!’  

Her parents bitterly consented, under the condition that they would tell no one in the 

extended family. It had to remain their family secret. For good.  
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Mojgan knew Mohammad thought their parents ‘narrow-minded’ and he worried about 

her. She also noticed Mohammad had stopped praying since he’d been accepted at the 

university. It pained her to think her brother might have become an apostate, but she dreaded 

even discussing it with him. She caught herself staring at her brother’s smooth face. She 

knew how soft his skin was, like their mother’s and unlike hers. And now it was glowing like 

the moon on its fourteenth night.  

Mohammad caught her staring at him and smiled. ‘You seem extremely excited about 

tomorrow!’ 

Mojgan blushed for a reason she couldn’t fathom. ‘I am! Also, slightly anxious… It’s 

my first trip without Mum and Dad – well, apart from a few tedious school trips.’  

‘Travelling without authority is indeed sweet!’ Mohammad said.  

Mojgan wasn’t sure what he meant, but she didn’t ask for fear of sounding uneducated. 

Mohammad was becoming cleverer by the day. She was terrified of becoming distant from 

him. One day she would find the courage to ask him about his new beliefs. And yet she 

wasn’t sure how to handle his answer – which she already knew. She’d overheard her mother 

complaining to one of their aunts. ‘He’s just changed… I don’t feel we can handle him 

anymore… He’s become a new person since he met this glitzy boy Armin… Thank God, at 

least he’s still on good terms with his sister, but he can’t stand us… I’ve noticed he doesn’t 

even pray any more, and when I questioned him, he yelled at me that he’s sick of us and we 

shouldn’t meddle in his private life. He’s learned these vicious words from that sordid 

Armin.’ And then her mother had burst out crying.  

Mojgan asked her mother about it a few months ago. But her mother urged her to mind 

her own studies, so she too would get accepted by a good university, as her brother had.  

Mojgan prayed and studied. Studied and prayed. Studied in the morning and prayed at 

night. Spent hours each day preparing herself for the university entrance exam in the summer. 
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All the eighteen-year-olds from all over the country would participate in the exam. People 

spent their lives in preparation for it. Mohammad turned out to be a winner as usual. He was 

accepted to study French Literature at Shahid Beheshti university. But still their parents had 

looked down on his choice of subject, even though he was already making money by tutoring 

French.  

‘What a strange major for a man!’ Their father declared when Mohammad gave them 

the good news.  

‘At least it’s Shahid Beheshti so we don’t need to pay for those expensive open 

universities with no prestige,’ her mother consoled herself.  

Mohammad was too ecstatic to argue that day. He’d bought Mojgan a golden tube of 

sunscreen. 

‘I should be the one giving you a present!’ Mojgan had happily objected.  

Mohammad responded by embracing her tightly and kissing her forehead.  

Mojgan was aware Mohammad’s victories were also partly hers. Every night she 

prayed for him before falling asleep. Lying in bed under her floral duvet, she whispered: 

‘Dear God, I love you. But I also love my family. I want them to be always healthy. And 

please let me die before Mohammad will. Make me and Mohammad get accepted in sarasari 

universities, so our poor parents won’t need to pay those illiterate azad universities. Dear 

God, help me become a doctor and save your creatures’ lives.’ 

This had been the typical template of her nightly prayer for the last five years. It never 

bored her. And she always felt God was on her side.  

 

In the morning, she was awoken by Mohammad and realised she’d shamefully fallen asleep 

on his bed. ‘Where did you sleep?’ she asked, her eyes wide.  

‘On your bed,’ Mohammad said, giggling. ‘Get up!’ 
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Mojgan brushed her teeth in thirty seconds and put on a loose cotton manteau and a 

green headscarf.  

Their father had left earlier for work; their mother was in the kitchen as usual, pouring 

tea, and staring at them anxiously. 

‘What if you get arrested on the road?’ her mother finally mumbled to Mohammad, 

who was hastily buttering a piece of taftoon bread.  

‘Why would they arrest us? We’re related! Brother and sister!’ 

‘Yes, but you are young, and Arman and Mojgan are namahram.’  

Her mother would always intentionally call Armin, Arman to piss off Mohammad. And 

it did work. Every single time.  

 ‘Oh, stop! Even they are not as ommol as you are!’ Mohammad hissed.  

‘I’m just worried,’ their mother hissed back. And Mojgan felt like choking on her 

sangak bread and feta cheese.  

‘Shall we go? Isn’t Armin waiting?’ Mojgan murmured.  

Mohammad stood. ‘Yes!’  

Their mother also stood up. ‘Hold on, I need to pass you under the Quran.’ 

Mojgan liked the idea; she couldn’t wait to kiss the Quran while walking under it. It 

was her favourite tradition. And made her feel incredibly safe.  

 ‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ Mohammad said. ‘Let’s go.’ He grabbed Mojgan’s right hand. 

She couldn’t help but feel exhilarated.  

Nevertheless, their mother ran to bring a Quran. Mohammad ran out of the door and 

Mojgan kissed the Holy Book and walked under it as her mother held it above her head.  

Then she held her mother for a second. ‘Don’t worry, we’ll be safe. And I’ll give you a 

call as soon as we get there.’  
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Armin was waiting in his car, a victorious ship outside their petty house. He was wearing 

sunglasses even though the weather was cloudy. 

Mohammad sat beside him in the front and Mojgan sat on the back seat. She almost 

liked Armin when he opened the door for her, finding the gesture unexpectedly gentlemanly.  

‘Are we ready?’ Armin asked, his voice energetic.  

‘Yeah!’ Mohammad’s mood had completely changed. 

Unlike Mohammad, Armin was growing a bit of stubble. Mojgan decided it suited him, 

then blushed at the idea. She didn’t want to end up like some of her classmates, drowning in 

the perilous sea of boys, unable to concentrate on their studies. She didn’t want a boyfriend 

or a husband. She wanted a hospital filled with ill people whom she could cure. She also 

wanted to earn money and buy her parents a bigger house, a better life. She craved to travel 

to Mecca to visit the House of God with her family. But Mohammad had already declared 

that he’d rather travel to France, where he understood ‘la langue’, rather than to Saudi 

Arabia. Perhaps he’d change his mind by then; he’d lose interest in Armin and his Ray Ban 

sunglasses and deep voice and charming manners and would resume appreciating God and 

Mecca.  

Mojgan realised Armin and Mohammad weren’t in the same university. She found it 

odd, as she’d always assumed they were classmates and that was how they met. Armin was 

quietly asking Mohammad about his university, and Mohammad Armin about his. 

Mojgan deciphered that the music in Armin’s ship was the same as the music she could 

hear from Mohammad’s room when she pushed her ears against his wall. A mellow, 

depressing tune with a person - she wasn’t sure about their gender - moaning in English. 

Mojgan couldn’t get all of the song, only a few words and phrases she’d learned at school. 

She was worried about not doing well in English in the entrance exam. Listening carefully to 

the song, she was pleased to distinguish words such as ‘death’, ‘distance’ (a word she’d 
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recently learned), ‘love’, ‘painless’. The song was relaxing and when she heard Mohammad 

murmuring, ‘She fell asleep… isn’t exactly a morning person,’ she was praying they 

wouldn’t get inspected by the road police. And then her slumber became even deeper as the 

music died away and Mohammad and Armin ceased their sibilant whisper.  

In her sleep Mojgan was in Mecca with Mohammad. Right in front of Kaaba. Mojgan 

was crying tears of ecstasy while Mohammad said, ‘What’s the point of this empty black 

cube?’ But Mojgan was too moved by the presence of God to be able to reply. God was 

inside her.  

Her eyes blinked open and she caught a blurry glimpse of Armin’s long hand resting a 

moment on her brother’s jeaned thigh. She blinked again, and the hand was gone. She was 

certain she was seeing things, like the Mecca dream.  

Why am I hallucinating so much? I need to study more, she concluded.  

She looked out of the window at the serpentine maze of Chalous Road, partly tunnelled 

by bright green trees, and at times surrounded by the Alborz mountain. Mohammad was 

right, this was much more beautiful than Tehran. Tehran was gregariously grey, and this was 

gloriously green. Mojgan imagined she was in heaven and felt pleasantly nauseous. 

Then Armin exclaimed, ‘Good morning,’ 

Mojgan giggled. ‘I wasn’t asleep,’ 

Mohammad winced, ‘Weren’t you? Really?’ 

‘Oh, I was!’ Mojgan reassured him. ‘I even had a dream.’ 

‘Of what?’ Armin asked. Mojgan found herself liking the interest he expressed.  

‘Just the sea,’ she said, sensing she shouldn’t talk to Armin about her love for god. ‘I 

haven’t been in the Caspian since I was five.’  

Mohammad would be hurt; he would think she was like their mother: ‘ommol’ 

‘It hasn’t changed much,’ Armin said. ‘You’ll see. And you’ll love it.’ 
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At one o’clock they arrived in Mahmood Abad. Armin parked his Maxima outside a 

restaurant.  

‘This is my favourite eatery in shomal.’  

The restaurant was crowded, nonetheless, they were given a corner table where Mojgan 

was pulverised under the weight of customers’ glances. They were scrutinising her chaste 

hijab, looking like a good girl while being with two handsome boys. ‘A total whore’- she 

could almost hear their verdict, like some of her classmates who loved using the word: 

‘jendeh’. 

‘What do you fancy?’ Armin handed the enormous menu to Mohammad, studying his 

face, and then looked away to stare at the greasy salt shaker.  

‘Fish, naturally!’  

‘I recommend the white fish with herbed rice and kookoo sabzi.’ 

‘I don’t want to get fat,’ Mohammad said, laughing.  

‘You’ll never get fat!’ Armin glanced at him again. This time they both looked away, 

averting their eyes to Mojgan as though suddenly remembering her presence.  

Mojgan wanted to sound like them. She felt like playing along. ‘What’s the best meal I 

can have in here, Armin?’ It was the first time she’d addressed him by name and she wished 

she could stop blushing like a silly fourteen-year-old girl.  

‘If you like fish, get either the white fish or the trout.’ 

Mojgan wanted to get the same fish as Mohammad, but heard herself saying, ‘I’ll go 

for the trout.’  

A waiter took their orders with a short stubby pencil. Mojgan wondered whether it felt 

uncomfortable in his massive hand. Armin smiled at him, and also ordered zeytoon parvardeh 

and garlic pickle, excitedly informing Mohammad and Mojgan that their olives were ‘ace’.  
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The food smelled like the sea. Mojgan ate it all, despite the fact that it made her slightly 

sick.  

When all their plates were empty, Armin asked for the bill.  

Then Armin and Mohammad argued charmingly about who should pay.  

‘You’re my guests,’ Armin exclaimed while showering Mohammad with his 

convincing smile, his teeth even whiter than his skin.  

‘But you’ll be cooking for us, won’t you?’ Mohammad protested. ‘Look, I really want 

to pay this time. You can get dinner.’ 

‘No way!’ Armin was invincible. ‘We won’t have dinner, we’ll feel full until tomorrow 

morning, believe me.’  

‘Then be responsible for our lunch tomorrow.’ 

‘No, I brought you here,’ Armin insisted. ‘You can take me to a restaurant you like in 

Tehran. Take me to that new Lebanese restaurant you’ve been raving about.’ 

Mohammad finally allowed Armin to pay. 

On the way to the car, Mojgan noticed Mohammad’s slender body was closer to 

Armin’s than to hers. Something burnt inside her.  

 

When they were finally inside the vast villa, it was three o’clock. Armin appointed them each 

a room. Mojgan had been hoping she’d share with her brother like when they were children.  

The room was cleaner than her own room in Tehran. There were pale-blue sheets on the 

single bed, a bedside table with a lamp, and a full bookcase. She took off her manteau and 

took out a long-sleeved shirt from her backpack, wearing it with matching white pyjama 

trousers: comfy and chaste. She didn’t touch her headscarf, a light material which didn’t feel 

suffocating like some others. It felt right.  
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Mojgan scrutinised the bookshelves. There was no Quran. Instead, they were infested 

with Sadegh Hedayat’s books. She disliked Hedayat, even though she’d never read him. He 

was a pre-revolution Islam-loathing existentialist who wrote depressing literature and ended 

up gassing himself in Paris or some other pretentious place. And yet he was never out of 

fashion. He was considered trendy and classy and this was what repelled Mojgan more than 

anything. She knew Mohammad loved him, He had praised The Blind Owl like every other 

unique youngster who studied art and literature.  

Mojgan picked up The Blind Owl, lay on the comfortable bed and couldn’t stop reading 

the sickly prose. Mohammad knocked on her door asking whether she’d go to the beach with 

them.  

‘I’m pleased you’re reading him at last. But you can also read in our own sea-less city,’ 

Mohammad commented. Mojgan noticed he looked as darkly beautiful as the ethereal object 

of desire of the insane narrator.   

‘I’m tired.’ 

‘From what? Sleeping and eating?’ 

‘The journey, the car, the road.’ 

‘You’re just a lazy little girl,’ Mohammad told her teasingly, catching her eyes. 

‘I’ll join you later. I know where the beach is.’ 

‘It’s very close. Just step out of the house and bang the door shut, and you’ll probably 

see us in the sea. I’m glad there aren’t many people because it’s spring and they find the sea 

cold and sometimes stormy… But I say the spring sea is the best sea – especially with all 

those ommol tacky people out of the picture…’  

Mojgan laughed.  

Once Mohammad had left, she couldn’t concentrate on the rest of the novel. And she 

didn’t want to. When she read it, she felt as depressed and hallucinatory as the substance-
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abusing narrator. And she remembered she hadn’t done her noon namaz. As she went to the 

sparkling bathroom to vozu, the silence told her Mohammad and Armin were gone. She was 

alone in the villa.  

Pouring water on her arms, feet and head, she caught a glimpse of her face in the 

bathroom mirror. For once she didn’t avoid her dark eyes. She stared at her invisible lashes 

and sighed for Mohammad’s long ones. Her face was fat, an ill-looking balloon, unlike 

Mohammad’s and Armin’s. They had slim faces, even high cheekbones like the ethereal girl 

in The Blind Owl. They could melt the world with the sun in their eyes. Mojgan wondered 

why she had such small ones. Aren’t all Iranians supposed to have huge eyes? Perhaps she 

wasn’t a true Persian like Mohammad, but was an adopted Afghan refugee. She wished her 

parents would tell her the truth. She leaned in to the mirror but felt an involuntary shudder; 

she scoffed at her childish fantasies, realising she was sounding like some of her brainless 

classmates who weren’t really studying but were merely obsessing over the appearance of 

actors.  

Mojgan sauntered back to her new room, took out her chador and mohr from her 

rucksack and did her noon and evening namaz in ten minutes, all the while imagining herself 

in the endless Caspian Sea with Mohammad and Armin, floating, and jumping over the 

waves, living life to the fullest and yet being virtuous enough to go to heaven after her death 

in a hundred years or so. Pleasing God and people at the same time, but also pleasing herself. 

She could have it all. Why not.  

 

It was eight and the sea was getting dark. ‘The bright side is there are no ommol tacky people 

in the sea now.’ Her brother’s voice echoed in her brain. Did Mohammad find her ‘tacky’ and 

‘ommol’? With her chaste hijab, prayers, fat face and small eyes?  

She saw Armin and Mohammad from afar.  
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She saw Armin in Mohammad’s thin, yet powerful arms.  

They were jumping and laughing in the wavy sea. And there was no one else around. 

No ommol tacky people.  

The air was humid. She stood worrying about something she didn’t even know. 

Mohammad’s back was to her. They wouldn’t even think about her. She was irrelevant and 

ommol. With her hejab, prayers, studies, Godly goals, chastity and lack of knowledge of 

music and French and Sadegh Hedayat.  

Standing on the beach, in her tight headscarf, she couldn’t even hear them, but she 

could see their laughter, their joy. Then she finally saw. She saw her brother biting Armin’s 

neck whilst rising and falling with the waves, except that Mohammad didn’t look like her 

brother any longer; he looked like a violent animal preying on male flesh. She saw Armin 

swiftly kissing her brother’s parted lips. The kiss must taste salty and polluted like the 

Caspian Sea.  

She hadn’t seen anything like this even in the Hollywood movies her classmates 

convinced her to watch under the pretext of improving her English. There was always a bulky 

brunette man making love to a bony blonde woman. Never two men kissing; two men as 

beautiful and as dark as Armin and Mohammad.  

She knew of it; she’d read about it in the Quran a few years ago. Ghome Lut. And she 

knew perfectly well what the verdict for them would be. God disliked homosexuals. And that 

was the only thing she knew.  

Then she recalled a night two years ago when she had naively asked Mohammad 

whether he would like to marry a girl from his university. He laughed so hard she felt 

embarrassed and perplexed. And then he said, ‘I have no interest in girls.’ How naive and 

blind she had been. He had informed her. He wanted her to know. But how cruel of him to 

want her to know something so dreadful and dangerous. How could Mohammad be so 
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ruthless and so sinful? With his name, identical to the Prophet Muhammad’s, and his face as 

gorgeous as the Prophet Joseph’s, and his voice as divine as the Prophet David’s. How can 

this all be so meaningless?  

And if this was the case, if her divine brother was… indeed…hamjensbaz… why did he 

bring her here? To show how irrelevant and worthless her religious beliefs were? To spit his 

perverse perfection in her imperfect face? To prove to her how ommol she was and he did not 

give a fuck? Or perhaps to use her as a shield a cover for his homosexual trip?  

Mojgan craved to be in Tehran. In her tiny room, studying Arabic, English and biology 

for konkoor, praying to get accepted by a good university. She did not like shomal. 

Then she wondered why God had ordered for her brother and Armin to be executed. 

Allah, the all-kind and merciful. Rahman and Rahim. The all-forgiving God. The one and 

only khoda.   

Armin and Mohammad were not in each other’s arms. They were just both in the sea. 

Their torsos bare and wet, their dark swimsuits as tight as her headscarf, emphasising their 

depraved genitals.  

Mojgan was still staring at the blackness of the sea. She dreaded to agree with Sadegh 

Hedayat, to acknowledge the darkness of life. She wanted to have both God and her brother. 

She wanted to please Mohammad and the Prophet Muhammad.  

Armin finally noticed her and beckoned her to join them. 

Mojgan threw herself into the sea. She could have everything now. She could float in 

the darkest waters, while being a good servant to God and go to heaven in the afterlife.  

Mohammad jumped on her and shouted. She shouted back, but it was hardly a scream; 

just a whimper. Armin looked at them with his adoring eyes and swam away. Mohammad 

swam after him. They went back to the beach. Lying on their straw mat, on the sinful sand.  
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The water was lukewarm, up to her waist. The waves were playful. She wanted to 

forget, but couldn’t. Armin and Mohammad were lying beside each other, not touching, but it 

was now obvious. She made the knot on her headscarf tighter, so the waves couldn’t steal her 

hejab. She let herself float under the stars. She’d forgotten how purifying it felt to be in the 

sea – especially in a polluted one. Not wanting to get out of the Caspian Sea, she kept 

floating in the dark. 

When she realised she couldn’t breathe, and the waves were too powerful, the knot on 

her throat too tight, and her trousers unbearably heavy, it was too late to try.     

She could hear her brother’s hysterical roars and caught a glimpse of him swimming towards 

her with Armin following like a shark, but the waves pushed them away and her down. 

Maybe God wasn’t actually on her side. Only then did she remember she’d forgotten to call 

her mother. But it did not matter any longer.  

Mojgan imagined Mohammad gliding towards her with his salty eyelashes and sinful 

mouth. And she did not see heaven; but saw herself and her brother as children watching 

Lucky Luke and Mohammad stating, ‘I love Luke! He’s so handsome!’  

And then she felt Mohammad’s determined fingers clutch her arms. Now her mother 

had every right to worry. 
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             Soho 

 

I’m about to fall on the ground in Dean Street, but I hold on to a construction fence to steady 

myself. My scarf has turned into a snake again, choking me. I would love to collapse on the 

ground and fall into an everlasting coma, but people are already staring at me, some asking if 

I’m ‘all right’ – to which I aggressively turn my head so they will leave me alone.  

I know it must be around ten in the morning, the spring sun sprinkling on London, the 

day hideously stunning. Even though I am wearing my enormous sunglasses, I can still feel 

the glory of London and the decadence of Europe seducing me. The fast cars of Soho pass by 

me and I consider throwing myself under one of them – preferably a blood-red Lamborghini. 

But what if I survive the accident, stuck in a wheelchair, with my test results in my left hand? 

Like I was taught in my elementary school, that is the hand with which the sinners hold the 

result sheet of their deeds on the Judgement Day.  

I am a sinner. I deserve to be judged and thrown into hell. Even though until two days 

ago I thought I was a liberated atheist. But who was I fooling?  

I have slept with thirteen men since my arrival in England two years ago. Thirteen is an 

ominous number in our ancient culture. I used to think it was under ten men, but last night I 

stayed awake, not caring about getting my beauty sleep anymore, counting, focusing, 

regretting. Not missing anyone: Steven, John, James, Liam, Stephen, Babatunde, Josh . . . and 

I do not remember all the names, but I recall their faces.  

 

The only person I’ve confided in about my fear is my only Iranian friend in London. She was 

not surprised at my shameful secret because she had been suffering from the exact same fear 

until she entered a monogamous relationship with a dull old man. She told me not to worry 

and added, ‘Your disease isn’t AIDS. It’s immigration.’  
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I laughed insultingly at this accusation and attacked her by saying, ‘I’m not like you. I 

adore Europe. I’ve worked really hard to get here. My mother is still angry that I’ve left Iran 

on my own – husbandless.’ 

 

My mother. The God-lover. The history professor. At times, a bigger dictator than Iran’s 

Supreme Leader, screaming at my dad for spoiling me and raising me as a non-religious 

human; at times praising us, even cooking for us the finest zereshk polo with saffroned 

chicken marinated in lemon juice overnight. My mother with her scary prophecies. The last 

one happened the night before I was leaving the country.  

My father and I were in my orange-lit room, packing, me worrying about the lack of 

space and my father reassuring me that he could squeeze everything into my suitcase. 

Suddenly, I noticed how old his hands looked, and I couldn’t take it anymore. The tears I’d 

fought since that morning streamed down my face. ‘I don’t want to leave without you,’ I 

confessed.  

My father looked up from the suitcase; a pair of red sandals fell from his hands. ‘I’ll 

come and visit you, I promise. And you’ll come back in the holidays.’  

I managed a tearful smile and my father left my room. I knew my drama was too much 

for him but I couldn’t help it. I knew he was going to the balcony to smoke and choke on his 

tears. Then my mother stepped into my room. I was still weeping into my overflowing 

suitcase, forcing a volume of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry amidst my shoes. 

 ‘You should be celebrating tonight!’ my mother commanded. ‘You finally got what 

you wanted with the help of your beloved father.’  

For the first time in my life, I was completely honest with her. ‘I can’t leave him.’  

Then my mother did something strange: she embraced me and caressed my head like 

when I was a child and we weren’t shouting at each other about religion the whole time.  
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‘Have the power to accept what you strived for. This is also what your father wants for 

you. Don’t worry about him. I’ll take care of him.’  

My tears finally stopped. I looked at her and said, ‘I’m glad you’re finally supporting 

my decision.’  

‘I still think you’ll be disillusioned,’ she said, her dark eyes glued to mine. ‘Europe 

isn’t as perfect as the utopia in your head.’  

‘Nowhere is,’ I reasoned, ‘but it’s definitely better than here.’  

‘Your problem is you are more westernised than the West itself,’ she said. ‘You won’t 

find peace there. Somebody with your attitudes should go to live on Mars!’  

 

How can I tell this lioness what I have done to her daughter’s body?  

 

I even know who gave it to me. It was John. A long-haired boy doing a PhD in war studies 

and video games, or something as absurd as that. John was living in Cockfosters with his 

parents – whom I never had the honour of meeting in person. He was so gorgeous that 

whenever we went out, men would look at him more. He was abnormally bony though, and 

he was into BDSM and sex parties – which at that time I considered to be the symbol of 

liberation and pleasure, but now I fear like death itself.  

My vagina has started itching since he performed cunnilingus on me thirteen months 

ago. The worst part is that I didn’t even come, because his teeth were too sharp, scrubbing 

my clitoris like a nail buffer. After our unsexy sex, John vanished. He didn’t reply to my 

myriad text messages asking whether he had an STD and then closed down his online dating 

profile.  

Once John left me with an itchy vagina, I became weaker by the day. Even now, today, 

as I am walking in my sacred Soho, I feel I need physical help. I can’t even walk. I am also 
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losing my looks; my once lively eyes look lifeless, encircled by brownish shadows. My 

strings of hair are falling as often as the London rain. My cheekbones are becoming hollower 

by the second. I look like a victim of AIDS, and get confused – and even upset – when people 

say I look ‘beautiful’.  

 

After mocking all my religious teachers for ten years and longing to escape to my fantastical 

Europe, now I am almost certain those chadori teachers were right: Europe is HIV positive.  

I am now walking as slowly as I can, hoping I will not find the clinic. They will test 

you for free. These past few weeks I found myself crying under my red duvet, not leaving my 

room the whole day even though I was invited to a few parties. Yesterday, I almost missed a 

lecture. And when I finally made it, three of my classmates asked me worriedly, ‘Why do you 

look so tired?’  

My gums have started bleeding whenever I brush my teeth. I Googled it and apparently 

it is one of the symptoms of either AIDS or diabetes. I have been tested for diabetes a 

hundred times. Unfortunately, I don’t have it.  

The tragi-comic part of my story is that after sleeping with numerous men, I’ve reached 

the conclusion that I’m not even into men – perhaps this explains why they’re incapable of 

giving me orgasms and why I can’t fall in love with them. I mostly fall in love with women, 

even though I haven’t had the confidence to actually sleep with them. This is the ultimate 

tragedy: I am an AIDS-stricken lesbian. Good luck to me explaining that to my mother.  

I should be in the library now, underlining Orientalism; instead I’m crawling to the 

sordid clinic taking deep breaths with a choking sound because I can’t really breathe, because 

I don’t know how to inform my parents of my disgraceful disease. They’ve sent me to 

England to prosper; instead I have destroyed myself with sex. 

 But I’ll finally find the courage to tell them.  
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After all, my mother did tell me once that I look like ‘viroos-e-AIDS’ after finding out I 

was not a virgin. But that was ages ago. I was eighteen. She’s apologised a few times since. 

But it was a prophecy. I know my clever mother was right. I am human immunodeficiency 

virus.  

 

Soho is crumbling before my eyes. I do not fancy Europe any more. Every English novel I 

read is filled with gay characters who end up being diagnosed with AIDS – my all-time 

favourite novel, Alan Hollinghurst’s The Line of Beauty, is just one example. In London, on 

all the walls, there are hysterically happy advertisements of being tested for HIV ‘for free!’ 

And I have avoided getting tested for more than a year. But I cannot take it any longer. I 

might need treatment. Perhaps, instead of paying my over-priced tuition fee, I need to spend 

this money to prolong the numbered days of my miserable life. But how can I tell my father 

what I am spending his hard-earned cash on?  

I have finally arrived: 34 Dean Street. Unfortunately, I have found the clinic. A 

guillotine awaits me. This will not be a glorious death, but a disgraceful one. And I will bury 

the reason. I have already planned my suicide. It will happen this summer in Tehran, on the 

last day of being with my family. I will throw myself out of my bedroom window – we live 

on the eighteenth floor, so hopefully I shall be dead, not wheelchaired. I won’t leave a suicide 

note.  

 

The clinic is too bright, so I don’t take off my H&M sunglasses; also, I don’t want the 

tattooed receptionist to see the pathetic tears in my eyes.  

Liam had extensive tattoos. I picked him up in Camden Town, blinded by his golden 

locks brightening up the Camden sky. We flirted under the guise of discussing the Arctic 

Monkeys’ discography until the silver London rain started to fall. I offered him my black 
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umbrella. He accepted and stood beside me. I touched his thin waist under my wet umbrella. 

We kissed near Camden Lock, his mouth small and minty; I invited him back to my place.  

Tattooed people are more likely to be HIV positive. Where did I glean this helpful 

piece of information?  

‘Good morning!’ the receptionist blurts out.  

‘He-llo!’ I reply joyously – a sad imitation of the good old days when I was young and 

healthy and seductive. I force a smile which I know is dripping with sickness.  

I fill out the form on the computer. It is asking whether I’ve fucked a bisexual man or 

not. I think hard. How the hell am I supposed to know the sexual orientation of people whose 

names I have difficulty recalling?  

Yes, on a few occasions, the Boots condoms were torn . . . but that does not count as 

‘unprotected sex’ – or does it?  

The happy receptionist asks me to go downstairs and wait for my name to be called. 

 I crawl down the serpentine staircase and find myself in a black and white room with 

three beautiful men. Their long legs fidgeting in sable and purple skinny jeans like the 

tantalising promise of hell. I ogle their sophisticated buns and anxious eyes. We give each 

other consoling smiles, regretting our self-sabotaging beauty.  

In a few minutes, a tall woman saunters to the waiting room and calls my name.  

I run after her like a shot puppy.  

We enter a narrow corridor which I hope is an endless tunnel, but in a moment she 

opens a door and I find myself in a sunny office with a small white sink. I throw my body on 

the sink, my head hanging from my neck like the corpse of the puppy from a tree, and my 

mouth a deep well uttering whiny noises like ‘aaaaahhhhh’ and then calling the god I was 

proud of not worshipping, ‘khodaaa’. The woman stares at me, wildly mascaraed eyes wide 

with discomfort; her tone is cold and almost offended. ‘What’s wrong?’  
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Realising she is extraordinarily gorgeous, I’m convinced she is the angel of death. I sit 

opposite her, feeling small – I am a sacrificed lamb at the altar of the goddess of death.  

‘Are you OK?’  

‘No,’ I bellow. ‘I think I might have AIDS.’  

‘Why do you think that? Do you have any symptoms?’  

‘No.’ I find myself lying, not being able to tell her about my itchy vagina, bleeding 

gums, and hair loss.  

‘Are you a sex worker?’ she asks.  

‘No!’ I reply, shaking. ‘I’m a student!’ I think of my father, who claims to be proud of 

me. Should he be? I am shedding tears. I haven’t seen him in a year, and now the child the 

old man is proud of has a self-inflicted disease. Instead of a successful doctor, I’ll just be a 

dead student. ‘Why are you so worried? Have you had unprotected sex with drug addicts?’  

‘No!’  

‘Then why are you so anxious? If you don’t tell me, I can’t help you.’  

‘I have slept with thirteen men,’ I finally confess to the uninterested goddess.  

‘That doesn’t mean you have AIDS.’ I am starting to feel a bit hopeful, but she adds, 

‘Also, HIV isn’t a death sentence. People live with it until they’re eighty, ninety years old.’  

I have so much difficulty tolerating the mental image of my ninety-year-old HIV-

positive self. ‘How long will it take?’ I ask aggressively. ‘Sixty seconds?’  

‘I’m not going to do the sixty-second test with you. We’ll text you the result in six 

hours. You’re not high risk. Also, I won’t be able to deal with you if it’s a false positive.’ 

 ‘Six hours?’ I scream. But she acts deaf.  

My body trembles while she is taking my blood. But as soon as I see the red filling the 

plastic tube, I feel relieved. My blood looks so pure it shines.  
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‘I’m sorry I behaved a bit dramatically earlier. I’m usually very well-mannered,’ I say 

to the woman, sounding even more insane as I am apologising to her while trying to convince 

her that I am ‘well-mannered’.  

‘It’s all right,’ she mutters.  

I can feel she can’t wait to get rid of me but I want to stick to her for the rest of my life. 

I’m considering ways of convincing her to become my carer if I happen to be HIV positive. 

But she is already kicking me out of her office. I crawl back to my room, not being able to eat 

lunch, awaiting the fateful text message.  

 

When I reach my bed, I fall unconscious, having the same nightmare that I’ve had for the last 

eight months or so: I’m informed that I am HIV positive. I am in the same room with my 

mother, and when I finally manage to tell her, she just says, ‘I knew.’ And exits the 

claustrophobic room, leaving me behind with the result sheet in my left hand.  

My phone vibrates, and I wake up from this charming dream. Your HIV test was 

negative (clear). Your syphilis test was negative (clear). You do not need any treatment.  

My heart pounds hard. I take a deep breath and feel like a newborn, until it occurs to 

me that the girl is too angelic to let me know the real result. She knows I can’t handle the 

truth and would kill myself, hence she has sent me this life-giving lie.  

I know I have it. I look in the mirror, and examine the pale face my numerous lovers 

have admired, and it looks like nothing but a true human immunodeficiency virus.  
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     Spoilt 

 

Zahra is pouring tea from the floral tea pot and tells me she is happy for me. I am happy for 

me too.  

We are sitting in Zahra's neat kitchen, the scorching sun of Tehran attacking our eyes. 

Zahra hands me a fenjan of black tea, and smiles. ‘So tell me, are you ready?’ 

‘Yes! I’ve been ready for this university all my life,’ Even though I have not stepped 

foot in it yet, I am already romanticising it. ‘I know what I’m going to wear on the first day: a 

new black head scarf, chequered manteau, with blue jeans and grey Converse.’ 

Zahra slurps her tea, muttering, ‘good.’ 

We don’t have much to talk about. I think I love her – I think of her as my best friend – 

not just my cool cousin, but I have promised my mother not to share any of my ‘secrets’ with 

Zahra. ‘They are different from us. And she will tell everyone.’ 

‘Have you thought about what you’re going to do after you get your Bachelor’s?’ 

‘Nope!’ I confess.  

 ‘Would you like to teach or something? Because that’s the only job you could ever 

have with such a useless major!’ Zahra informs me.  

I sip my tea and it burns my tongue. Zahra has taken off her tight headscarf, and her 

pile of black hair seems dishevelled. Then she suddenly asks me, ‘do you think you’ll find a 

boyfriend at university? For some reason the idea of you getting married makes me laugh.’  

‘It makes me laugh, too.’ I’m almost rolling on the kitchen floor fighting the urge to 

inform her that I already have a boyfriend with whom I can’t see myself getting married; I’m 

only eighteen. Zahra is twenty-one, and is going out with one of her suitors. I know they 

don’t touch each other, they eat kebab, and talk about cinema. My mother and I have a bet 

that they will get married within three weeks.  
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I push some fresh cookies into my mouth in order not to talk. My mother is screaming 

in my head, ‘don’t be silly!’ 

Zahra’s fancy smart phone beeps the beep of a text message. She looks down and 

blushes.  

‘Who is it?’ I ask trying to sound mischievous like when we were children. 

‘I’m not telling,’ she chuckles and thinks she’s teasing me. This is no teasing; I know 

who it is. My mother’s already told me everything she’s heard from our grandmother.  

‘I know about Mehdi,’ I say, tired of keeping secrets.  

‘Oh my god, who told you?’ she asks, offended.  

‘I don’t know. Everyone knows everything in this family.’ 

‘I know! It’s so annoying!’  

‘Do you like him?’ I ask her. I find myself worrying about her. How can she marry a 

guy she has never touched? What if he’s sexually dysfunctional? What if he beats her? 

‘I do!’ Zahra looks down, the way chaste female characters do in our national TV 

shows.  

‘Does he have a beard?’ I don’t know why I ask this question. 

‘He does! But I like it… I like men to be rugged,’ Zahra declares. ‘I know you prefer 

girly men.’ 

I need to pee. I run to their sparkling clean toilet, and pull down my trousers and 

knickers. Whilst urinating the image of Zahra’s soft skin being cut by a sharp beard passes 

before my eyes, then I hear Zahra moaning. I abhor my twisted imagination. I try to flush 

these thoughts down with my urine, but it’s impossible. I go back to the kitchen, and 

gratefully realise she’s poured another cup of tea for me.  

‘So what about you?’ Zahra is staring into my eyes with her dark ones which freakishly 

resemble my own. ‘You were always naughty… do you have someone in mind?’  
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‘Oh, god, no,’ I hear my mother responding.  

‘You’ll find someone in uni… I’m sure,’ she consoles me.  

‘But I don’t want to,’ 

‘Oh, you’re so westernised!’ this is a back-handed compliment which I despise. All my 

relatives feel the need to throw this at me on every occasion that I’m not in complete 

agreement with them. I don’t feel westernised, I have never been to the west; I am one 

hundred percent Irani; my favourite poet is Sohrab Sepehri. Zahra’s English is better than 

mine.  

We are sipping tea, and Zahra is complaining that she feels I’m not opening up to her 

like before, even though we’ve always been close. She says I’ve changed. She keeps 

repeating that I've changed and even though she doesn’t ‘mean to complain’ she misses the 

times when we were children and everything was so ‘easy’ and there weren’t any secrets. I 

can’t defend myself, she’s right. I remain silent and reminisce about our childhood days, and 

a memory comes to me:  

We are on a trip: me, my baby brother, Zahra, and our parents. Even though I’m only 

seven, I know my mother loves my uncle – her brother, and passionately dislikes her sister-

in-law. I can’t see why she hates her, it’d be like hating a stone. I’ve heard her numerous 

times screeching at my Dad, ‘I just can’t see why my brother married this Hezbollahi 

woman!’ 

‘Perhaps, he got her pregnant!’ Dad usually responds, to which both of them burst into 

a hysterical laughter. I don’t understand what’s so funny about it. How did my uncle ‘get’ a 

woman pregnant when they weren’t even married? Doesn’t God give children to their parents 

as a gift for their holy matrimony?  
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Yet, we’re always spending our vacations together. My mother and my uncle are 

always telling jokes that we don’t understand and bursting into celebratory laughter while my 

uncle’s wife and my father uncomfortably smile off into space.  

I also noticed Zahra’s Mum was chadori – when we were out she always wore a black 

chador, whereas my mother would merely wear a loose satin headscarf – which only made 

her look prettier and more flamboyant. And when we were inside, she wouldn’t even wear 

that, everyone could see her dark curly hair around her shoulders – a carefree cat lying on a 

delicate shelf.  

When Zahra turned nine, she’d also started wearing a colourful little headscarf on her 

head, even when we were inside, while her mother was in a floral chador, giving pale smiles 

to the guests or baking aromatic cinnamon cookies which my father and I would devour in a 

blink of an eye. My mother hardly touched the cookies declaring she was not crazy about 

getting diabetes.  

On this specific trip to the north of Iran on a sizzling summer day, I was wearing my 

usual blue shorts that I was so attached to I wouldn’t even let my parents wash them. They 

had to wash the shorts in secret while I was asleep. Otherwise, I would’ve thrown a tantrum. 

And apparently, nobody could bear my horrid tantrums when I was a child. Sometimes, I 

wish I still had the same power.  

 

Our cars stop somewhere in the middle of the sweltering road. I jump out of our car to go and 

socialise with Zahra, my mother flies out of our car to her brother who is not driving anymore 

and is giving us stinky egg sandwiches from a plastic box. Dad stays in the car, drinking tea 

from his flask, fighting off the exhaustion brought on by the long hours of driving. My uncle 

brings him an evil-smelling sandwich and forces it on him through the open window with his 

perpetual smile. Dad accepts the sandwich and smiles back, thanking him warmly, but I see 
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him putting the sandwich in the trash area of the car. He keeps drinking tea out of his sliver 

flask. For some reason, I don’t want to leave him alone in the car, but my desire to play with 

Zahra defeats all my other wishes. Anyway my Dad is carried away with the loud news on 

the radio as always.  

The road is awash with matte grey pebbles. Zahra is also coming out of their car and 

greets me with her bright smile. I want to whisper in her ears that I think the egg sandwiches 

smell like fart; I know it would make her laugh.  

My uncle’s wife is wandering on the road beside the cars, in her usual black chador, as 

solemn as ever. My mother has replaced her in the front seat of their car, laughing loudly 

with her brother. My uncle is biting an egg sandwich while chuckling fondly with his sister. 

My mother’s scarf keeps falling from her head to her shoulders, and she puts it back on each 

time after a pause. Dad is still drinking from his flask, staring into space, as he usually does 

whilst listening to the news. I think of joining my uncle’s car for the rest of the commute. I 

want to travel with Zahra. My parents will listen to the news, and sometimes they discuss it 

endlessly and loudly, until my younger brother wakes up and weeps. Then they play this dull 

music they’re so fond of. The music is melancholic, I feel the loud strings of the instruments 

are piercing my eardrums, and my parents’ favourite singer – Shajarian keeps saying 

aaaaaaaaaa in a doleful tone, as though he’s being tortured. But I don’t say anything, 

because my mother is shaking her head to the music whilst singing along, reciting those 

difficult words. I know it’s the same language we speak but I barely understand a word.  

I want to be in Zahra’s car and talk to her about school. If I’m honest her mother scares 

me a bit, but I’m too infatuated with Zahra’s company to care. Her mother is a ginormous 

stone that might befall you, you can see its shadow, but you should not worry, it will never 

fall.  



 45 

My uncle can be kind of fun. He gives us Aidin fruit candies and makes jokes about our 

school. Sometimes he asks me whether I like my teacher, and when I say ‘I love my teacher,’ 

he tells me not to lie. I know he’s joking, but it’s still annoying.  

And yet Zahra’s company is worth it.  

Zahra recounts hilarious stuff from her school, and whispers to me which one of our 

relatives is getting married. There’s no annoying music in their car. There is no music at all.  

Zahra’s mother is usually muttering to herself. Zahra says she’s praying because she’s a 

very good woman who loves God.  

Zahra and I are standing on the side of the road, narrowing our eyes to battle the 

aggressive sun. Zahra’s mother is still wandering about whispering to herself. I’m starting to 

feel that this woman creeps me out. Perhaps, one day, I’ll hate her like my Mum does.  

My mother is still chatting to her brother in the car. Dad has stopped drinking tea. My 

brother is awake on his lap. Dad is rubbing his cheeks to my brother’s. I feel quite jealous, I 

want to be the one he’s rubbing his cheeks against, and for a moment, I’m almost running 

back to our car, but Zahra grabs my hand.  

‘Your Dad and my mother should’ve married each other, don’t you think?’ I say.  

‘That’s such a disgusting thing to say!’ to my utter shock, Zahra growls. ‘You’re such a 

child! Well, it’s because you’re only seven… not ten like me.’ 

‘So what?’ I retort. ‘You’re only three years older than me. Zahra, I hate it when you 

behave like an adult. You’re not!’ I inform her.  

‘But you are a child,’ Zahra says with a cool smile. ‘You don’t even wear a headscarf!’ 

then she glances at my plump thighs in my favourite blue shorts.  

‘I do at school…’ I inform her.  

‘Yes, but God is everywhere… not just at school!’ I’m not sure what she is talking 

about, yet I’m willing to leave her company. I look away and see my father kissing my 
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brother on the cheek. I know he will kiss me too if I go back to our car, instead of arguing in 

the heat with my best friend.  

I’m wondering whether to go or stay. Will Zahra stop being so crazy and be her fun self 

again, or shall I run to my Dad already?  

Zahra takes both of my hands and catches my eyes. ‘You’ll be an adult in two years, 

you’ll be old enough to wear a hejab. Hazrat-e Fatemeh got married when she was nine. 

Haven’t they taught you this yet?’  

‘No,’ I respond, startled. ‘Also, my parents say not to take religious lessons seriously 

and focus on math. Still my math sucks!’  

‘Well, no wonder it sucks. I don’t think God likes you.’ 

Now, I really want to go back to our car. I would bear the loud news and the music, I 

would bear my little brother’s shrieks, and my parents spoiling him, I’d even bear my parents 

arguing about things I don’t understand. I just don’t want to be with Zahra at the moment. 

Perhaps I will later, when she’s herself again. We’ll go to the beach together, we’ll swim in 

the sea pretending we are sisters drowning in an ocean, clinging to each other. We’ll make 

sand castles with my uncle. We will be friends again.  

Zahra pulls me closer to her and murmurs in my ears, ‘I want to tell you a secret, I’ve 

kept it for a while now, but I can’t anymore,’ at the mention of the word ‘secret’ I’m good 

again, excited, I know Zahra will tell me something fun about our older cousins and their 

crushes on each other.  

‘My mother says your mother will go to hell when she dies,’ and as if this wasn't horrid 

enough, she adds, ‘and you will too, if you end up dressing like her. For each string of your 

hair that Na-mahrams see, there will grow a snake.’  

At first, I think I’ve heard this wrong, but in a moment I find myself sobbing. As Zahra 

is shushing me and pleading with me to stay quiet or she’ll stop being my friend, my sob 
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turns into a hysterical cry – like the ones my younger brother delivers when he’s not getting 

enough attention. And even though, I want to stop it, I can’t. It’s the thought of my mother’s 

‘death’ that’s so terrifyingly new to me. And the thought of such horrifying creatures on my 

head is making my body shake.  

At the sound of my cry, Zahra’s mother rushes to us, ‘what’s wrong children?’ she 

gives me a half-hug, ‘what’s wrong, my dear? Would you like an egg sandwich?’ then she 

looks at Zahra quizzically, whilst Zahra has zipped her mouth. ‘I said, what happened?’ she 

shouts at Zahra as my weeping becomes louder. Zahra finally manages to claim that ‘nothing’ 

happened and that I’m just ‘spoilt’. They walk back to their car at the precise moment that 

my mother is getting out of it, running towards me with worried eyes, ‘What’s wrong, my 

love?’  

Zahra’s mother steps away, and my mother hugs me hard. I cry some more in her arms, 

until my throat burns with dryness.  

My mother caresses me, she smells like candy, but I know she doesn’t have any candy, 

it’s just her hand cream. ‘Do you know what happened?’ she’s gazing at Zahra’s mother.  

‘No, Zahra said nothing happened,’ she’s almost turning to go to their car when I hear 

myself saying, ‘Zahra said you’ll die and go to hell, and I’ll have snakes on my head because 

I’m not covering my hair.’  

My mother and Zahra’s mother look equally shocked, staring at me in disbelief. ‘Are 

you dying?’ Zahra is right, my voice is spoilt; but I couldn't care less.  

‘No, honey, I’m with you! I’m young and healthy,’ my mother embraces me so tightly I 

can’t breathe. I feel like taking off my shorts, I’m sweating.  

‘I will punish Zahra for what she said to you,’ Zahra’s mother states. My mother stands 

straight and stares at her again, I’d never seen her facial expression so distorted and strange, 
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she looked as though her mouth was filled with stones. ‘Don’t punish that poor child, instead 

stop feeding her rubbish!’  

Zahra’s mother went pale, but she firmly retorted, ‘I’m not even going to argue with 

you, you’re ruining this trip for everyone.’ 

By this time, my Dad is getting out of his car, my brother shining in his arms. ‘What’s 

going on? Why are we wasting so much time?’ He asks my mother as though she were the 

only person around.  

‘We’re not going to Shomal,’ Mum declares, ‘Let’s go back to Tehran.’ Her voice so 

hard yet so hysterical my Dad doesn’t even question her decision. I wonder what Zahra and 

her cool Dad are doing in their car.  

We all leave the battlefield in silence, I walk between my parents, both my hands 

supported by theirs. I’m not sorry we’re not going to Shomal. I’m still a bit hesitant as to 

whether Zahra actually said those weird words or whether I just imagined it all. I feel like 

having ice cream.  

In the car I fall asleep, and sleep all the way back to Tehran. The car has become quiet, 

like my uncle’s car, no music, no radio, no conversation. Later on, in my dismay, I realise 

this was our last trip with Zahra. I still get to see her, but only at family gatherings, we don’t 

travel together any longer.  

 

And now Zahra is about to get married. She’s an engineer, and like her mother she wears a 

black chador when she leaves the house and prays five times a day, but she’s not taciturn like 

her. And she’s not dead like her. Zahra’s Mum passed away three years ago from lung 

cancer. Well, I hope she’s at last in heaven. 
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                                                               Tehran Yaoi 

 

I fall in love with him the moment he opens the door. There’s a surprised silence on both 

sides until Maryam introduces me to the most enchanting boy I’ve ever met.  

It’s not just his physical beauty that moves me; there’s something in his eyes that I 

urgently need to possess.  

I interrogate Maryam under my breath. ‘Why haven’t you introduced us before?’  

‘They’re all a bit cheeep, aren’t they? I was hesitant about even bringing you here 

tonight,’ she whispers in my ear. ‘You’re sublime, darling, I wouldn’t introduce you to 

some loozer!’  

‘But he’s not a loozer!’  

Maryam tilts her glamorous head whilst blowing her Marlboro fumes away from my 

face. ‘But, look at your eyes . . . And I envy your cheekbones!’  

I’m aware she’s charming me to win the argument and I’m happy to let her. Her 

compliments make me feel so good I feel I am a god – albeit a fallen one. I look into her 

navy-shadowed eyes and conclude how fortunate I am to have found a friend like her in a 

country whose president has denied my existence. I bend and kiss her hand, because 

sometimes, instead of a godly gay man, I am her grateful little slave.  

The beautiful host hands us two glasses of arak mixed with orange juice, its 

aggressive taste burning my throat like the semen of a drugged-up lover. I am reluctant to 

drink it; I’ve heard stories of bad arak blinding people. But I smile at my new love, saying, 

‘This is the best alcohol I’ve ever had in my life.’  

He smiles back, staring into my eyes with his kohl-rimmed ones. ‘I’m glad,’ he says, 

his voice as sweet as his smile.  
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There are a few other guests, in whom I have no interest. They’re talking hysterically, 

possibly about something dull, like politics – the new protests and conflicts, about who 

rigged the election and who got arrested.  

I sit beside Maryam, murmuring, ‘I want him.’  

Maryam looks at me in choked surprise. ‘He’s not that pretty! Also, sorry to shatter 

the castle of your dreams, darling, but he has a boyfriend.’  

‘Of course Ahmadinejad cheated, people voted for Mousavi! How dare you question 

that, after all that’s happened?’ a girl with dyed blond hair is screaming at a spotty-faced 

boy.  

‘They’re probably not exclusive.’ I’m trying to hold on to the rubble of my castle. 

When it comes to sex, I suddenly become an optimistic and hopeful person.  

‘They are,’ Maryam hisses. ‘Just go near them to get sick of the stench of their 

monogamy, although it shouldn’t matter to you as you can seduce anyone anyway.’  

I leave Maryam and saunter to the other side of the living- room where our host is 

showing a black-and-white painting to another boy.  

The homemade arak, which probably is poisoning me, has boosted my self-

confidence. ‘Oh my God! Who painted this? It’s magnificent!’ I shout.  

‘I did,’ he says, blushing. ‘It sucks.’  

I grab the painting and gaze at it for a while. I don’t really get any of it. It’s too 

modern, too abstract. And as it’s black and white I can’t even stick to the traditional way of 

interpreting colours. Although I can’t fathom it, I find myself relishing just looking at it. 

From afar it was more like elegant scribbling, but looking closely, I can find an order in it. 

He explains it to me and suddenly I understand it. I point out something about the painting 

and he says passionately, ‘You got that? Nobody understood it.’ Well, I think, because 

nobody understands you like I do.  
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I try to make other points about the painting but sadly none of them excites him as 

much as my first one. I put my head close to his and murmur the points to him, trying my 

best not to stare at his slender neck and little lips, to look merely immersed in his art and 

nothing else. He tells me he has more work in his room and if I am interested we can go 

check them out. Of course I am interested. A room is a personal thing. Very personal, I 

hope. Also, I can flirt better in his room – away from all the political fever.  

On the way to his room, he takes my left hand loosely, then exclaims, ‘Oh, your 

hands are so soft!’  

I smile. ‘I take good care of them,’ then staring at his, I confess, ‘You should take 

good care of yours, too. You’ve got absolutely gorgeous hands. Most men’s are coarse and 

hairy.’  

He caresses my wrist. ‘Oh, you give me so much confidence, azizam! But I know 

what you’re saying. I can’t stand bad-looking hands, either. Such a turn-off!’ While uttering 

the word azizam, his voice becomes so coquettish and nasal that it stretches and rings like 

ten bells in my excited ears.  

His half-dark room smells like the cologne he’s wearing; my guess is Hugo Boss. I 

want to sniff him until I’m incapable of breathing. I want to tell him that his room and neck 

smell like heaven – if heaven existed. But I don’t want to scare him off, so we have the 

same dialogue about his paintings, only in more detail. ‘Although you’re drawing the 

appearances, your aim is to represent the inner parts, am I right?’  

He says I’m right, then shows me a work from the time when he was an ‘amator’: a 

boat on colourful waves, which he retrieves from his closet. I look into his eyes and tell him 

this one reminds me of Monet. My words are still floating in the air when his boyfriend 

creeps in, stout, his superfluous breath staining the atmosphere of the room. I notice how 

thick and hairy his hands are and I am about to point that out and ask, ‘But how can you be 
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with him? You just said you can’t stand bad hands, and you like mine. Then why are you 

with him and not with me?’ However, I keep my mouth shut and pretend to be drowning in 

his paintings, even though he is the only thing I’m drowning in. His hands are a work of art 

in themselves; he doesn’t need to create anything. I want to lose myself in the hollows of 

his cheekbones. I could suck his fingers and lips for hours before putting our exploding 

cocks in the warmth of each other’s mouths. We would be even more beautiful than yaoi. 

Our sacred sex would salvage this horrendous world. But I don’t say these words to him, 

obviously, especially with his boyfriend in the room, whose furious breathing shreds my 

ears. ‘What are you guys doing?’ the boyfriend asks with a creepy smile. I notice his teeth 

are whiter than mine and I feel more defeated than before.  

‘Fucking.’ He bursts out laughing at his own joke. The boyfriend and I exchange 

uncomfortable smiles. Suddenly, I realise Maryam is right. I’m assailed by the stench of 

their monogamy: the morning breath, the murdered desires, the slaughtered opportunities, 

the crippling jealousy, the hateful need, the fabricated conscience. I am on the verge of 

tears.  

‘He was just showing me his paintings,’ I say, trying not to sound awkward. ‘They’re 

extraordinary, aren’t they?’  

He interrupts his boyfriend’s half-formed ‘Yes’: ‘He doesn’t really care about these 

things,’ and wraps his arms around his boyfriend’s shoulders to make his words sound less 

toxic. The boyfriend merely smiles. I wonder why he doesn’t defend himself. I would have 

defended myself. I would’ve screamed, ‘But I do care about your paintings, darling!’  

As the air feels suddenly plumbago dense, I excuse myself and quietly storm out of 

the room, declaring that I need to pee. I suspect he wants me to compete with his boyfriend, 

and I am determined not to let that happen; it is just impossible for a horse to compete with 
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a rat. I shall not lower myself by taking part in his childish games. My arms are generously 

open for him; he can come in my embrace – and my mouth – whenever he wishes.  

In his bathroom, instead of pissing, I simply stare into the monstrous mirror above the 

basin, observing the face that has made my life possible and sometimes even enjoyable. 

Maryam is absolutely right: I am probably the most gorgeous boy in Tehran, although there 

are many of us, existing gloriously whilst our so-called president insists otherwise. But I 

have no desire to think about his pettiness and nastiness otherwise I’ll end up in tears of 

rage. I caress my straight dark hair away from my forehead, and stroke the flawless skin of 

my high cheekbones. I am pleased about almost looking like the most beautiful woman in 

the world, my mother, except that I have my father’s big mouth – which is unsurprisingly 

quite popular with men. Although I can never tell my father this as it might lead to his 

suicide.  

I want to masturbate. I want my semen to ossify around his basin like a bas-relief . . . 

but I hear my boy calling my name. And I realise I have not wanted anyone like this since I 

was fifteen, and I have never felt so cheap. I feel trapped and unfortunate. And yet thrilled.  

As soon as I step out of the bathroom, I catch him behind the door, a faithful little 

puppy, yapping, ‘Come join us!’ We lock eyes, until he averts his to the floor, his delicate 

face turning bright red.  

I don’t have the slightest idea why he has changed his white T-shirt with the exquisite 

image of burning buildings for a black T-shirt that has a horrendous picture of Lady Gaga 

on it. Perhaps his jealous boyfriend coerced him into sex as soon as I left the room. I regret 

my impulsive decision to leave them alone.  

‘You actually like her?’ one of the guests asks, pointing at his new shirt, not even 

waiting for his response. ‘She’s so ugly!’ My boy doesn’t reply, but his delightful face 

becomes doleful. I attack the person with my drunken voice, ‘Lady Gaga looks 
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gorgeous…but in an unconventional way. Her beauty is unique, it’s not for everyone to 

see.’ His dark eyes are shining as he stares at me with admiration.  

I continue my lies about Lady Gaga, ‘Lady Gaga is a true postmodernist and that’s 

why I love her – she plays well with all the boundaries and definitions. She’s questioned 

everything!’ I can see that the other person has lost interest in this conversation and is 

regretting his comment. But my beautiful boy is still shaking his head in acknowledgement.  

Maryam is silently laughing at me on the other side of the living room. The boyfriend 

looks like blank cardboard. He looks invisible.  

‘Maryam, why didn’t you introduce us sooner?’ He has put his hands around my 

shoulders. I feel warm and yet shaky.  

‘Because she’s a vicious witch.’ I squeeze his hands and he laughs. So does Maryam. 

But I can’t bear my own sarcasm towards my best friend and blow her a kiss.  

She winks at me and says, ‘Yes, I should have. You guys do click. I’m almost 

jealous!’  

‘You should be!’ he says, leaving me to go and sit beside his blank boyfriend.  

It’s about one in the morning and fortunately most people have left. And those who 

have remained are restlessly intoxicated, so we start to play a game, and not just any game, 

the most dangerous game ever: Truth or Dare.  

Right before we start spinning the empty arak bottle, my boy asks us, ‘By the way, 

are you guys going to the rally on Thursday? I think we should go together.’ He looks at 

Maryam and me, and then at the other boy whose unnecessary name escapes my head.  

‘Sure,’ Maryam replies, glancing at me with a worried expression, knowing I am 

going to protest against her going to the protest.  

‘Well,’ I say, even though there is nothing more romantic than going to a rally against 

the government, ‘to be honest, I’m not going. And you guys shouldn’t go either.’ Of course, 
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I am only worried about him and Maryam. The nameless boy and the boyfriend are more 

than welcome to go.  

‘You mean you don’t believe in the Green Movement?’ my boy asks, puffing his 

cigarette forcefully in my face. I want to choke on his smoke. I am slightly hard and dizzy, 

which makes politics slip away from me. I am lying on a sunny beach and a plane is 

exploding in the distant sky.  

‘Of course I do. And I support it. And admire it. I just don’t believe it’s going to work 

and change anything other than induce further bloodshed at the hands of the Basijis. I’m 

scared of them. They’ve always won. They’re going to win this time, too.’ I try my best to 

sound detached and cruelly logical but my voice breaks like a sentimental bastard. I am 

thrown out of the sunny beach, back to savage politics. I am a homeless child shivering in 

winter. Because I have also voted for Mousavi in the hope of the slightest change, but I am 

not going to fight for my moderate vote.  

He looks at me in surprise, possibly disillusioned and hurt. I can lie about pop stars, 

but for some reason I can’t lie about my political beliefs. ‘I’m scared,’ I repeat. ‘I don’t 

want to be tortured. I wouldn’t be able to stand it. I don’t want my parents to die of grief.’ I 

don’t admit I’m also horrified of my perfect features being destroyed by a bunch of beasts 

whose hands are made of batons. (Sometimes, I find being gorgeous so stressful that I 

almost wish I were plain.)  

The picture of the bloody face of Neda Agha-Soltan flashes before my eyes, the first 

victim of the rallies, shot by the Basijis in the first protest, a few months ago. And the 

government insisted she was a ‘spy’ shot by ‘the enemy’. She was our age, twenty- 

something. Twenty-seven? I don’t remember and I don’t want to remember. I can’t forget 

her eyes, though, no matter how hard I try. Because even though she was dead, they 

remained open. They were wide and terribly beautiful. I think she had some mascara on her 
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long eyelashes. That’s why I don’t think she expected to die. After all, it was supposed to 

be a ‘peaceful’ protest. I don’t assume she expected to get shot. She just wanted her vote. 

An honest election. A moderate president. Nobody extraordinary, nobody outside the 

system.  

In my darkest dreams, where I can be as much of a jerk as I please, I ask her, ‘Neda, 

was it worth it?’  

She scoffs, ‘Can’t you see the blood on my lifeless face?’  

It is the only thing I can see, in fact it has haunted my nightmares; but I don’t tell her 

that, because she already sounds angry. She is especially mad at me – in the way that all 

self-sacrificing people are mad at selfish people. And I wonder if the only real war is 

between sacrifice and self-interest.  

His beauty wanes for a moment, like the moon behind clouds. Like the sacrifice of 

the martyrs behind the selfishness of the living.  

He sips his arak and orange juice and smiles dreamily, cigaretteless. ‘You know, 

sometimes I find myself fancying those Basijis . . . They’re so unapologetically manly, so 

masculine in the most animalistic way.’  

‘Stop!’ I feel nauseous. Now I am certain that my delicate physique is not his type. 

My skin is too soft for him, my hair too long, my nails too neat. He is into stinky gorillas 

who wouldn’t even look at his paintings, let alone admire every shade of his neck. In short, 

I am a magnolia and he is into cacti. I am a horse, but he likes rats. And he probably thinks 

I’m a masochistic ‘bot’. I am aching to inform him that I’d be great at fucking his toned 

bum. I feel it is my moral duty to inform him I fuck in the most ‘animalistic’ way possible – 

harder than the Basijis. ‘Can we forget about politics for a second and start our game? It’s 

getting late. And I want to have fun.’  
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He smiles at me and spins the bottle. I feel upset and grateful that he is still smiling at 

me, not judging me for my cowardice. I wonder if we will ever be such close friends that I 

could honestly tell him I can’t wait to leave this bleeding country, that I have already 

received an admission offer from a foreign university in a fairly peaceful place. Because I 

am done. I am a leaver. A coward. A liar. A sinner. Can you still smile at me and show me 

your paintings?  

I can’t enjoy the game. I’m getting more and more nervous. He is French kissing his 

boyfriend. And for the very first time in my life, the sight of two boys kissing makes me 

feel ill as though they were some hideous straight couple. I want him to sit beside me and 

break up with his quiet boyfriend and stop fancying bearded Basijis at once, without any 

fuss; like a scenario that has been written beforehand. I want everything to go smoothly. I 

do not want to play games any more. I don’t want to express any more political opinions, or 

any opinions at all for that matter. I do not wish to defend anything any more – even myself 

and my beliefs, let alone Lady fucking Gaga and my fucked-up country. I just want him to 

leave his boyfriend quietly and come to me. But he does not do that; because sadly enough 

I am not God. And nothing goes according to my will. In fact everything goes in the 

opposite direction, as if everything aims to destroy me. I tell them to stop and that they are 

ruining the game. They obediently stop. But the boyfriend is still touching him; although I 

do not blame him. I would do the same. I understand him as a person, but abhor him as an 

obstacle.  

‘When was the last time you had sex?’ nameless asks me. I’m happy; he is not so 

useless, after all. This is an opportunity for me to make my boy jealous. Without hesitation, 

I gloriously lie, ‘This morning.’  

‘With whom?’ my boy asks jealously.  



 58 

‘It’s not your turn to ask.’ The boring boyfriend reminds us that we have to follow the 

rules, but Maryam defies him. ‘No, tell us! I’m turned on!’  

I stare at my boy. I am almost certain he will be mine; it’s just a matter of time. ‘With 

a very beautiful boy called Ehsan. Hunted him from manjam.com.’  

‘Are you in love with him?’ His questions are starting to sound pathetically forward. 

I’m bursting with happiness. My boy will be desperate for me.  

‘Not really. He’s boring. He’s an engineer.’  

He breaks into hysterical laughter. Maryam also laughs – but it is a different laugh, 

it’s the laughter of victory, reassuring me we will win.  

The bottle orders his boyfriend to ask me a question. I’m preparing myself for a war. 

But he only asks how old I am. I tell the truth for the first time – there’s nothing to hide 

about youth: twenty-three.  

My love comments again. ‘You’re two years older than me!’ 

         ‘Yes,’ I say, teasing, ‘that’s why you have to respect me!’ 

         ‘Never!’ he chuckles, his mouth open, ready to devour me.  

         I play an old trick that never fails. I steal his pack of cigarettes. ‘You have to come get 

it,’ I invite him when he asks me to light him one. He joyously accepts this challenge, 

leaves the boyfriend and dives on me. I am lying on the carpeted floor and he is lying on 

me, I am crushing the pack of cigarettes in my tight fist while gazing hard into his eyes, 

whispering, ‘You can’t get it,’ and he does not even pretend to be annoyed, instead swings 

his deliciously sweaty body on top of me, guffawing ferociously, scratching my hand like a 

bewildered cat under the pretext of reaching for his pack. I am aware the old trick is 

working; once they come into close contact with my skin, my stare, my scent, they are not 

able to resist. At times, they even go insane. But with him, it is not just sex. I want to reach 
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him. I want to have him. And considering the way he is panting on top of me, rolling all 

over me, I can tell he wants it too. I can see betrayal in his eyes and it is beautiful.  

My ecstasy is intensified when I hear Maryam saying, ‘This is gorgeous . . . I’d like 

to photograph you two sometime . . .’ I laugh at the lovely thought that my charming 

Maryam, my sweet saviour, has already written the script. A photography session in her 

strangely lit gallery does sound perfect. I imagine her, gloriously tall in her leather high 

heels, charmingly disdainful and shamelessly aroused, pointing her Canon lens at us like a 

loaded shotgun, commanding us to touch each other – for the sake of art, of course. And 

who are we, mere mortals, to disobey the bloodthirsty goddess of photography?  

My surreptitiously erect cock goes flaccid as I hear the irrelevant voice of the 

boyfriend begging him, ‘Come here, sweetheart, smoke my cigarettes.’ My clenched fist 

opens and the lifeless pack of cigarettes falls to the floor. He has already left me.  

And the bottle is still spinning, like my head.  

Without much thinking, I dare him to lick anyone’s fingers – except his boyfriend’s. 

He tells me to offer him mine and he licks each finger of my right hand, and life becomes 

sweet. Now my ruthless penis is as restless as me.  

I cannot look at him.  

I just observe how I lose the game while his boyfriend wins. Like how I lost my 

country to the Basijis. And yet I don’t want losing to become a habit.  

This time he picks truth. I hear Maryam asking him if he would date me were he 

single.  

‘Well, he’s stunning!’ he says, giggling. ‘Too bad I’m in love!’  

I feel like crying in a dark corner while coming up with a plan to annihilate his rotten 

relationship. But instead I try to play along. ‘What if I were a straight man?’  
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‘Come on, I’d seduce you,’ he stares at me, his eyes deep and dark like my fantasies. 

‘Believe me, I could.’ I have no doubt about that.  

The boyfriend smiles at me and wraps his hairy arms around my boy’s shoulders. 

‘You’re so naughty!’ This is his first and hopefully last comment of the party.  

‘I have to go. I have a class tomorrow,’ I lie. ‘It was nice meeting you all.’ Another 

lie. It was destructive to meet you. I just want to go home and die. Or maybe just cry. Or 

listen to music, alone, in the dark.  

‘But I was hoping you could stay the night here and play till morning,’ he says. ‘It’s 

just getting more interesting. Please, stay. Please!’ I wonder how on earth I can find the 

power to reject him.  

‘Actually, I have to leave, too,’ Maryam rescues me as always. ‘Let’s go together.’ 

She takes my hand. The warmth and strength of her grip soothe me.  

‘I won’t insist, then. But let’s catch up soon. OK?’ He playfully gazes at me. ‘Of 

course, if we don’t get arrested on Thursday.’ His giggle piercing my eardrums. I need to 

vomit.  

‘Just don’t go,’ I blurt out. ‘Actually, I’m throwing a party on Thursday. You guys 

should come.’ I look at his boyfriend as though he were my main guest, the life of my 

party. 

 ‘Thanks! I’ll try to make it.’ The boyfriend shakes my hand and smiles. I feel bad 

that he is so polite and decent. So quiet and unruffled. So much the opposite of me.  

I don’t even look at my boy whilst saying goodbye. Instead I look at his boyfriend 

and miserably smile. He has put his confident arms around my property, my land, as if it 

were really his.  

The way he looks at me from his boyfriend’s arms is like throwing a lit match on the 

gasoline racing through my veins.  
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I feel fire invading my cells. But even fire cannot make a fighter out of me. I am 

already thinking of excuses to cancel my fake party. Maryam is going to the rally anyway. I 

shall stay home – preferably in my room – and distract myself by gathering those endless 

documents for my visa application whilst avoiding the news in the foolish hope of burying 

my worries about Maryam, my parents, and everyone else. And I will masturbate in the 

dark, under my lilac sheets – not in front of my tall mirror, nor over yaoi any more – with 

his image carved in my mind like the sweetest sculpture that can also speak and say, ‘Stay, 

please.’  

I am not fighting for anyone. I am not fighting for you. I do not fight for my land. 

Because, my love, I believe nothing is worth fighting for. Not the election, not our country, 

and not even you and your perfect hands.  
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       Oshima 

                                                              

Nasim is lying on the comfortable bed her aunt has given her. To her relief, her parents have 

gone back to Iran. The real holiday has just begun, she chuckles deep in her throat with 

ecstasy.  

Her aunt is smoking in the kitchen. It seems to Nasim that smoking is the only thing she 

does. Nasim is tempted by the fumes of her cigarette which seeps under her duvet. Reading 

Haruki Murakami’s Kafka on the Shore, she is smitten with one of the characters and cannot 

get enough of him. Having lost interest in the plot, she is now focusing solely on any trace of 

that one particular character: Oshima. His sweetness, androgyny and sophistication are 

extremely appealing to Nasim. She slips her right hand under her duvet, inside her warm 

pyjamas. Oshima is talking about Schubert; about how Schubert’s apparent imperfection has 

made his music perfect. Nasim puts her book aside. She can still smell the lingering smoke of 

her aunt’s cigarette. Afraid of making a sound, she stops touching herself.  

Nasim takes off her pyjamas and puts on a pair of maroon skinny jeans with a black 

jumper, and sprays some perfume on her long neck – Guilty by Gucci. In the mirror, she 

observes how the drops of the perfume trickle down her neck. Then she throws on her sable 

coat not to catch a cold, puts on her black boots and saunters to the kitchen.  

‘You look gorgeous, darling!’ her aunt informs her in her scratchy, coughing voice, her 

small eyes shining. ‘Thank you, auntie,’ Nasim kisses her on the cheek, ‘You’re cute!’  

                                                                    

Cologne is glowing with rain. Nasim adores the rain, unlike most people who live in 

Cologne; they constantly complain about the rain. Rain is terrible, it’s just bad luck. She’s 

aware of their moaning and does not even try to be understanding. Really, people? Is that 
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your problem? Some drops of rain from heaven? Get a life. Get a fucking life, you fucking 

people. She loves to insult people - in her head.  

 

Nasim is studying German in the café. It is four in the afternoon; and she allows herself to 

start drinking. She orders a beer. ‘Germans have the worst history, and the best beer,’ her 

aunt informs her every night, slurping her dark wine in the dim kitchen.  

Nasim orders Kölsch. She tries to order in German. The waiter laughs. ‘You are really 

improving.’ His skin is pale, his cheekbones as sharp as the Milad Tower of Tehran, his eyes 

calmly blue, his mouth rosy and as small as a child’s. His hair is blonde and curly, and he is 

very tall. Nasim feels hot due to his blinding beauty. He pours her beer in a 0.2 glass, she 

staring at his hairless hands.  

Nasim licks the head of the beer, ‘That’s my favourite part.’ 

He stares at her. Nasim thinks he might be even younger than her; twenty maybe. His 

youth touches her as deeply as if she were an old, dying person herself. She feels like holding 

his hands while sucking his lips - violently.  

‘Is that your perfume?’ Nasim says. ‘Du riechst so gut!’ 

The waiter looks at her amusingly, a bit taken aback. ‘It is! I like your shoes,’ and 

points at her knee-high boots.  

‘I bought them from Schildergasse. I fell in love with them the moment I saw them.’ 

She lies in order to sound like the alluring women in mainstream movies. She could never fall 

in love with a pair of shoes. She bought them in a massive sale in Tehran, has carried them all 

the way to Cologne inside her half-empty suitcase – a baby’s corpse in its miniscule coffin.  

‘Touch,’ she puts her right foot on the chair, ‘the quality of the leather is amazing!’  

The waiter touches it swiftly, as if he were touching a bonfire.  

‘Now refill my glass, please. Why are the glasses so small?’ 
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When she leaves the café after two hours of studying German language and German 

men, she sees the waiter standing outside the café, leaning against the wall, looking at the 

trees, oblivious of his own beauty.  

On the way home, she realises she is drunk. Nasim loves being drunk on beer. It gives 

her such a sane and peaceful intoxication. When she is inebriated she is full of life and love, 

and does not think about the news and the expiry date on her Schengen visa. She feels she has 

always lived in Germany. And yet she has not found a university willing to accept her. As 

soon as they realise her German is poor, her English mediocre, and her Bachelor’s is from 

Iran, they ditch her, granting fake polite smiles. Nasim hates these smiles. She feels like 

burning down every university that rejects her.  

                                                                 

Nasim goes to the café on a regular basis. Sometimes, the beautiful waiter serves her and she 

ignores him as part of the game. But after a while she can’t. Instinct is clawing at her skin. 

Her skin craves his. At four o’ clock one afternoon when he is wordlessly refilling her glass 

with Kölsch, Nasim notices he is wearing blue nail varnish on three of his nails; she gives up. 

Gazing at his hands, she feels like licking his blue nails, but instead manages to say ‘Wie 

gehts?’ 

The waiter seems surprised at her broken silence. ‘I’m good, thanks, and you?’  

Nasim thinks his German accent is like pepper on English language. She likes pepper. 

‘I’m good, too, danke. What’s your name? Ich bin Nasim.’  

‘I am Valentin.’ 

‘A beautiful name for a beautiful boy!’ Nasim stares into his eyes and smiles, which 

make him blush and look away. His coyness and innocence warm her up. ‘Do you live alone, 

Valentin?’ 

‘Yes. In a small flat near here.’ 
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‘I see. How many hours are you working today?’ 

‘One more hour and then I’ll go home.’ 

‘Is it okay if I come with you?’ Nasim gazes hard into his eyes.  

Valentin is even more surprised. His white skin turns red, ‘Why?’ 

‘You’ll see once we get there.’ 

 

Valentin’s flat is tiny but neat. There’s not much furniture around, just one double bed, a 

greyish green carpet and two green sofas in the small living room which is adjoined to the 

open kitchen. 

‘Sehr chic, Valentin.’ 

‘Thank you,’ Valentin chuckles. ‘Would you like something to eat or drink?’ 

Nasim takes his hands and pushes him towards the bed. ‘No, you’re enough,’ Valentin 

lies on his back whilst Nasim takes off her clothes and then climbs on top of him helping him 

to take off his black shirt and blue jeans.  

His body is a fine sculpture, every line and curve in shape. It looks so right, so 

beautiful, so perfect. Nasim kisses his lips and goes down to his scented long neck and hard 

nipples. He touches her breasts and smiles at her, ‘You are beautiful.’ 

‘Shhh. Either speak German or don’t talk at all.’  

For some reason Valentin chooses his second option. Nasim rides him as soon as he’s 

hard and after a few minutes finds herself giving him a thunderous slap on the cheek, hoping 

he would object, so she could get into a naked physical fight with him. She would slap him 

even harder and scream, until someone bleeds and they stop the game – or not. But not only 

does he not object, but like Jesus Christ he offers his unslapped cheek to her. Nasim slaps 

Christ’s other cheek even harder, observing how the seemingly bloodless skin is turning the 



 66 

colour of blood. She is almost choking with excitement. She chokes the boy till he barks like 

a puppy.  

When she saunters back to her aunt’s house, immensely satisfied, she thinks of finding 

a new café considering it awkward to go to that same café after slapping and choking the 

waiter so hard.   

                                                                  

Nasim sits in the bar which is close to her aunt’s house relishing the thought of being away 

from her mother and homeland for a while, hoping she can stay in Germany for good. Rainy 

Germany. Rainy sexy Germany.  

She spots a man sitting behind a corner table on the other side of the bar. His beauty is 

raw to her, not exactly sophisticated but definitely eye-catching. She throws sideway glances 

at his hands, neck and hair. He seems all right for a one-night stand, Nasim concludes, 

nothing special but acceptable. Not exactly perfect, but hot enough. I want to fuck you, she 

almost declares under her breath. She sips her chamomile tea. He notices her and smiles at 

her. Sexy thin lips. Those lips are made for sucking my pussy, thinks Nasim. Suddenly she 

remembers the last time she had sex in Iran. It was last year, while her mother was at Khatme 

An’aam, reading the Quran with thirty other women, all nice and dressed-up, stuffing their 

stomachs with the ravishing food of the hostess. Nasim even remembers the leftovers her 

mother brought home from that ceremony. It was the finest Fesenjaan stew Nasim ever had. 

She recalls the rich taste of cooked and crushed walnut in her mouth, and she was especially 

famished after the fierce sex she had with her cousin. She devoured the stew and rice in the 

matter of seconds, while her mother kept saying, ‘Eat some more, darling, this food has been 

blessed. Where is Donya? Did you guys study well? Did she leave? If she’s still in your 

room, I’ll take some blessed food for her as well…’ Nasim exclaimed without wanting to, 
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spraying a few brown drops of stew on her mother’s face, ‘Yes, she just had a shower! She’ll 

join us in the kitchen in a second!’ 

Nasim does not smile, just stares hard at the man. He stares back. This can go on for a 

while. Nasim is imagining him in bed already, hoping he does not stink and smells nice. Like 

some cool cologne. Like the rainy weather of Cologne. She approaches him.  

‘Hallo,’ she also wants to practice German.   

The man responds to her in Farsi. ‘Irani hasti?’  

Nasim chuckles in surprise.  

‘I can tell by your eyes,’ he says. ‘Only Persians have these eyes! We Iranians, we are 

an unfortunate nation, but not when it comes to looks!’  

Nasim tries to go deaf and keeps imagining him, silenced, between the sheets.  

                                                                  

Half an hour later they are walking down Domplatz, Nasim getting drawn to Kölner Dom 

drowning in its beauty and symmetry. The man interrupts her pleasant drowning by grabbing 

her hands and exclaiming. ‘Your hands are beautiful!’ 

 ‘I like your hands, too,’ she squeezes his hands. ‘Very well-shaped. Man hand fetish 

am. Your hands were the first thing I checked back in the café.’ 

‘You are a what?’ he asks.  

‘Nothing. I am a nothing.’ 

‘What did you say you were doing here?’ he enquires.  

‘I’m here on a Schengen visa, searching for universities, but no luck so far.’ 

‘What do you want to study?’  

‘Psychology.’  

‘Psychologists are all crazy themselves!’ he bursts into a laugh at his own remark.  
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Nasim does not laugh. Yet she tries to smile, and in a second she hates herself for 

trying to smile at his cheap joke just because she wants to fuck him. ‘What are you doing 

here?’ she asks.  

‘I’m a refugee. Was stuck in one of those nasty Heims for five years until my 

application got accepted two years ago. I’m an electrical technician.’ 

Nasim finds herself pitying him and wanting to sleep with him even more.  

                                                                   

Nasim is in the man’s tiny room which smells of mouldy clothes and rotten lettuce. She does 

not know why she is there. Whilst she is questioning herself in her head, the man is throwing 

his large tongue in her throat. And then gazes into her eyes, ‘you’re so sexy!’  

‘Tell me about your life in Heim. What was it like? I considered becoming a refugee 

for a while. But then I watched the YouTube videos and got terrified of the idea.’ 

‘If you go there, you won’t come out of it alive. It’s a pigsty. A prison filled with 

uncivilised Africans and Arabs, and Nazi guardians who want us all dead really. It stinks. If I 

had known about the conditions, I would’ve stayed in Iran.’ 

‘Give me more details.’ 

‘I don’t want to talk about it, especially now.’ the man takes off his shirt. Nasim finds 

herself taking off her jumper, too.  

His technique in bed is poor. Nasim is bored. He does not perform cunnilingus. She 

wants to escape to her aunt’s and read some more Murakami and masturbate over his 

characters. She wants to forget about the existence of Heims and Nazi guardians in lovely 

Germany. He holds her tight after he comes, ‘I’m not like the other men running away after 

fucking. I genuinely like you.’ 
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Nasim feels alarmed. She controls herself not to confess that she is ‘like the other men’, 

instead she creeps out of his tight embrace, finding it difficult to breathe. Her instinctive 

reaction is to escape his clingy bed without wasting a word. But it is not easy.  

‘Do you like me, too?’   

‘Of course I do,’ she says, avoiding his questioning eyes.  ‘That’s why I’m here.’  

‘You don’t act like you do,’ he says, biting her index and middle fingers.  

‘What should I do? Chop off my fingers for you?’ Nasim snaps, pulling out her hand 

out of his drooling mouth.  

‘Don’t be disgusting! But…’ 

Nasim runs to the tiny bathroom, scrubs her hands with the cheap-looking German 

liquid soap, puts on her black jumper and trousers. ‘I must go. My aunt is worried about me.’ 

                                                                   

She walks back to her aunt’s house, thinking of enrolling in a German class, and head-

banging in a German concert. Checking out boys, she thinks of getting some sex, some game. 

To her satisfaction, it is still raining. She wanders in the rain while wolfing down a bratwurst.  

Nasim does not have a key to the house and is not sure how to ask for one without 

sounding too imposing and exploitative.   

The aunt opens the door. The hall is half-dark as always. Her aunt claims the light hurts 

her eyes. Nasim likes lights, she even likes lightning. Her aunt looks disturbed, ‘Your mother 

called five times! Where were you?’ 

‘I was reading in the café close by,’ she brings out a book out of her wet bag as 

evidence. It’s a worn paperback of Nausea.  

‘Anyway, call her back,’ says her aunt. ‘She sounded really worried.’  

‘She always sounds worried,’ Nasim states nervously. ‘It’s one of her weapons to 

control me.’  
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Her aunt laughs gladly, ‘I like your wit, child. How’s the uni-hunting going?’ 

‘Not well, actually. Most of them require German language.’ 

‘You have plenty of time to learn German. You’re only twenty, my dear!’ her aunt 

says, lighting a cigarette, going towards the oven and flipping on the cooker fan.  

‘Twenty-two! And I don’t have much time considering the expiry date on my visa.’ 

‘You’re very young, sweetness, and obviously bright, too. I’m sure learning German 

would be like drinking water for you. Even though most immigrants complain that it’s really 

difficult,’ she puffs on her cigarette, ‘by the way, there’s a set of keys to the house on the 

cabinet for you. Make sure to take them before leaving the kitchen.’ 

‘Oh, aunty!  You didn’t have to…’ 

‘I had to, I’m not always awake or even here when you get back home. Nasim, darling, 

I want you to feel at home, okay?’ 

‘I do! Even better than home. Home is suffocating. This is not.’ 

Nasim kisses her aunt’s cheeks and goes back to her bed in her little room. She likes 

this room despite its size. It gives her the peace of mind she has been craving since her late 

teens.  

She needs to take a shower to wash away the bad sex.  

The hot water rains on her long body and she feels resurrected. For a while she does not 

do anything, then slowly starts by shampooing her straight dark hair.  

When she comes out of the shower, she sees the man’s text on her mobile. ‘I already 

miss you’. What the actual fuck. She smells obsessive behaviour. Nothing worries her more 

than when her lovers become obsessed with her, especially when they are not exactly 

Oshima. She remembers all the horrific news about obsessive lovers. ‘Man throws acid on 

the girl’s face who rejected his love’ ‘Jealous suitor stabs his love’.  
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Rubbing body lotion all over her damp body, Nasim tries to forget about the news and 

the man. Usually after her showers when she lathers some coconut oil on her body, she feels 

so much love for herself, for her existence. For life. Life in Germany. 

‘Existence is an imperfection.’ But it must be pure perfection. Sartre not only depresses 

her, but also bores her. Most existentialists do. She does not like to be depressed and bored. 

She closes Nausea; opens Kafka on the Shore.  

Oshima is organising his sharp pencils. Murakami cannot stop describing him. Nasim is 

certain Murakami himself was insanely inspired when creating this character. She is 

interested to know the inspiration behind this creation. She craves to touch the inspiration 

behind this character, then chuckles at her silly, romantic idea. The man calls her; at first she 

ignores the call but cannot concentrate on Oshima anymore. She picks up.  

‘Why didn’t you text me back? I got worried about you… What are you doing?’ his 

wording irritates her as much as his tone.  

‘I’m reading.’ 

‘You read too much,’ he informs her. ‘That’s why you’re so weird!’  

Nasim suddenly realises she cannot stand him. But she does not know how to ditch him 

without any fuss. She wishes for his utter disappearance without her having to spend energy.  

‘I gotta go. My aunt’s calling me.’ 

‘Go. Don’t be mad at me. Did I yell?’ 

‘No. Bye.’ she can feel ice burning her tongue.  

                                                                         

When she arrives home at ten from a long day of university hunting and studying German, 

her aunt is sleeping, and Nasim is grateful for that; she is not in the mood for talking to 

depressed old people now. She feels old and depressed herself whenever she remembers she 
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has to return to Iran in a few weeks. Something tells her she will never get enrolled in a 

German college. Fuck it. Let’s enjoy life while I can. She phones the Iranian man.  

He sounds surprised to hear her voice.  

‘Let’s fuck,’ she commands.  

‘But it’s eleven at night,’ he responds, ‘And I’m stuck with some friends.’ 

‘Watching football?’ 

‘Yeah, we are betting,’ he says, ‘I’m winning.’  

‘That’s pathetic.’ 

‘You are so cocky... do you wanna meet up tomorrow? To be honest, I’m dying to sleep 

with you again.’ 

‘Yeah, tomorrow’s fine,’ she says, ‘But before that can you describe our sex? Step by 

step.’ 

‘Sorry, sexy, I don’t want to get a hard-on in front of my mates, and the game’s getting 

so exciting.’ 

Nasim hears masculine shouts and hangs up in a sudden wave of nausea.  

                                                                                 

After brushing her teeth for twelve minutes, she gets into bed and falls into a deep sleep.  She 

finds herself with her parents in a Heim; she can see the metal bars as vividly as she saw on 

YouTube, and then her mother’s self-righteous moan, ‘Happy now?’ Nasim’s torso twitches 

and she wakes. It’s almost four after midnight. Her eyes are stinging. She catches her breath, 

and tries to fall asleep again whilst thinking of beautiful things - like sex and Oshima. She 

finds herself in a vacant space with the beautiful waiter. They’re talking about the quality of 

beer in Germany and Nasim stares at his hands, but his hands are too vague and he suddenly 

turns into Oshima. His tall body shortens and his curly blonde hair turns into straight black 

hair and his blue eyes turn into slanted, dark eyes, his cheekbones become even more 
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sculpted, and instead of a bottle of beer, he gives his sharp pencils to Nasim. Nasim refuses, 

saying ‘That’s sweet of you, but I’m terrified of sharp objects.’ 

                                                                     

The following day after waking up from her vivid dreams with a crooked smile on her face 

the first thing Nasim does is open Murakami’s novel. She is about to finish it, but she does 

not want to. She cannot afford being without Oshima - a perfect human being, amongst all 

the other imperfect creatures.  

Her mobile beeps. It is the man asking what time to meet up. She feels dizzy and does 

not reply to his text. He calls her.  

‘How is my darling girl?’ 

‘Terrible,’ Nasim says, ‘I have a terrible hangover.’ 

‘Is that an excuse not to see me today?’ 

‘I was just telling you how I feel - since you asked.’ 

‘I did. But I did not expect that. I thought you’d be excited about being with me today?’ 

he growls.  

‘I don’t think excited is the right word…’ she responds.  

‘It is. You were seducing me last night over the phone,’ the man exclaims, ‘You wanted 

me so bad!’ 

‘Did I? Things we do when we are drunk!’ Nasim laughs hysterically, yearning to 

choke on her laughter. ‘Besides, last night is last night. The moment’s gone, I’m afraid. 

Today I feel anything but horny. I’d like to finish this novel I’m reading.’ 

‘What? You’re cancelling on me?’ he yells.  

‘I think I just did. Sorry.’  

‘Sorry my ass, you little cunt! To be honest with you, I’m quite disgusted with you and 

your behaviour. You’re just a fuck, nothin’ more than that.’ 
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Nasim is shocked but struggles to hold on, ‘I’m afraid you’re not even that.’ 

The man roars, ‘Shut up, dirty whore. I knew you were worthless, since no sane girl 

gives in on the first date. You’re a worthless whore! Has anyone ever told you that?’ 

‘According to your retarded logic, you are a worthless whore, too. So you’d better just 

shut the fuck up and leave me alone.’ Nasim is pleased with her own response but does not 

know why her voice is vibrating.  

‘You’re going to pay for what you just said to me. I’m an honourable man and I can’t 

stand being treated like that, especially by whores.’  

‘Fuck off stupid scumbag.’  She hangs up on him quickly so as not to hear his next 

response.  

Even before getting into a fight with him, Nasim knew this man was not exactly 

Oshima, but she did not expect this degree of vulgarity either. The man’s swear words keep 

piercing her ears like a thousand blazing needles, making her feel threatened. What does he 

mean by I’m going to pay for what I said to him? The news reports start circulating in her 

head like a monstrous hurricane, especially the most recent one ‘Rejected suitor stabs the girl 

fifty-two times’.  

They were both students, studying Persian Literature in a prestigious university in 

Tehran. They were both the same age as Nasim. The tragedy took place on a famous crowded 

bridge, Modiriat, about two o’ clock in the afternoon, on the day of their graduation. The boy 

attacked the girl with a knife and did not stop. Nasim feels she has heard the girl’s screams.  

The bridge was filled with a crowd filming this exciting incident with their mobiles. 

People called the police, but the police arrived thirty minutes after the slaughter of the girl. 

Nasim knows she cannot reason with this man.  

Trembling under her duvet Nasim is disgusted with her own weakness. She wants to 

stay strong but she has just lost it. She keeps imagining the man attacking her. She knows she 
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is physically strong. Thanks to all her Karate lessons, she knows she can defend herself in 

case somebody attacks her. But what if the man attacks her with a knife? Like that literature 

student? Prior to that piece of news, Nasim was always under the illusion that literature 

students were the least violent people on the planet. They read poetry and weep over its 

beauty… Such a tender bunch!  

She rolls in her dark bed, already feeling stab wounds when somebody knocks on her 

door. It is of course her aunt. Picking up the nearest book, Nasim pretends to be reading 

while hiding her shaking body under the duvet.  

‘What are you up to, hon? Enjoying your book?’ 

‘Oh yes, it’s amazing!’ Nasim responds hysterically, thinking nothing can ever be 

amazing.  

‘Good. Did you talk to your Mum?’ 

‘No…’ 

‘Why are you so pale, sweetie?’ her aunt stares at Nasim with her knowing eyes. 

‘Pale? I don’t know. Am I?’ Nasim looks in the mirror and sees a scary mask.  

‘How is uni-hunting going? Any luck? I really hope you can stay, too… you know I’m 

very lonely. And even though I won’t be bothering you, the fact that someone else is in this 

haunted house, is delightful.’ 

‘I would love to stay here. But I don’t think it’s possible for me to get accepted in a 

German university. I need an admission letter from a university to be able to apply for a 

student visa. My Schengen visa lasts for only three months.’ 

‘What if it expires? What then?’ 

‘I don’t know. I’ll be an illegal resident. They’d put me in those horrifying asylums – 

their modern gas chambers. Honestly, I much prefer Iran to that.’ 



 76 

‘Oh no! We don’t want that. Don’t worry about the future. Who knows what it will 

bring us.’ She kisses Nasim’s pale forehead.  

‘Auntie…You have no idea how much I appreciate you letting me stay here,’ 

‘It has no other reason but my own selfishness,’ she guffaws sweetly as she walks out 

of the room, leaving Nasim alone with her doubts and fears like myriad snakes in her bed. 

Seven hours later Nasim notices she has been in bed all day long and has not gone out 

due to the fear of running into the man and being stabbed. Sorrowfully she thinks even 

beautiful Cologne cannot heal her wounds. Her mind goes to Ameneh Bahrami whose suitor 

threw acid on her face a few years ago. She went through surgery numerous times, but still 

lost her facial features and eye sight.  

Nasim feels she cannot take it anymore.  

Her problem is that she does not exactly know what it is she cannot bear. As long as 

she remembers, she has been feeling furious yet unable to articulate why. She just knows she 

wants to bite the world out of anger and frustration; chew it and swallow it down then 

defecate it, so perhaps it would change for better. 

 To distract herself from her stinging thoughts she decides to watch a film: Das Leben 

der Anderen. She knows she should not watch this film, she has seen it before and knows it is 

merely going to make her feel worse. But she cannot help it. She watches it on her laptop in 

her bed and does not cry.  She clenches her fists and has no tears in her eyes. 

 The ending is sort of hopeful, though. Nasim shuts down her laptop and remembers 

she avoided giving her address to the man and calms down. She makes a pact to herself not to 

ever have sex again. It is not worth it. Nasim decides her ommol mother is right after all, pre-

marital sex is not only a sin, but a perilous curse. She opens her pocket Shamloo and reads 

her favourite lines over and over again: 

There is no more space 
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Your heart is filled with sorrow 

The gods of all your skies have fallen to the ground 

Like an orphan child, you’ve been left alone 

You laugh from fear and a frivolous pride prevents you 

from weeping.  

 

Nasim suddenly realises what she really wants is to return to Iran, to do an MA in 

Persian Literature in a top university, move out of her parents’ house and Tehran, move to a 

city beside the sea, and fall in love, with a woman who understands Murakami.  
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An Evening of Martyrdom 

 

They were playing cards, and Mina was losing. Attempting to console herself, she thought, 

this isn’t about losing or winning, only playing. 

She then tried to distract herself, concentrating more on the music and less on her 

losing and bad luck. But the music was no good – something loud and happy– which only 

intensified her ennui.  

She downed her glass of whisky and coke, thinking the whisky was definitely fake, 

because it tasted like acetone, but still better than nothing. Tonight was the night of mourning 

for Imam Hossein, for whom the whole nation was supposed to wear black, weeping over his 

historic martyrdom in mosques reeking of rotten socks. So, drinking acetone-tasting whisky 

and losing at cards while listening to pop music was perhaps something to feel grateful about 

and to thank God for – except that she did not believe in God, so she carried on being 

annoyed and bored. 

Mina looked up from her cards to glance at her Hokm teammate, a woman she’d just 

met. The woman caught Mina’s attention and looked back at her with worried eyes which 

seemed to her as though they’d been drawn by Modigliani: they were mysterious, slanted. 

Mina was wondering how much her masterfully-drawn eyeliner played a role in creating this 

effect. She then noticed that the woman’s face was also as long as the kind of face that 

Modigliani would paint. She desired to draw the woman, to see her naked. Her skin, Mina 

concluded, was the smoothest.  

Upon her arrival, Mina had decided the boy sitting beside her had the most aesthetically 

pleasing features in the group, but he had stubble that Mina knew would feel anything but 

smooth, and he looked to her anything but exquisite. She also noticed that his hands were 

large and very hairy.   
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Sipping her whisky, Mina carried on losing, not caring about the game anymore. 

Suddenly, the music changed to one of her favourite songs – Not Gonna Get Us by t.A.T.u – 

so she nodded her head and looked at the woman, smiling, flashing her set of straight teeth. 

The woman smiled back and narrowed her eyes.  

There were around fifteen people, eight of whom were playing cards and the rest were 

talking and smoking weed. Mina could hear their stoned laughter. For a moment, she felt 

insecure and scared, remembering Omid’s neighbours preparing their place for a fine night of 

mourning. She had seen the black flags hanging from their windows and door – like corpses 

of infants. She had also seen something else that had moved her, even though she was 

reluctant to admit it.  

Just as she was ringing Omid’s doorbell, she saw two figures in black chador, standing 

on the doorstep of Omid’s neighbour. They looked at her just as she was looking at them, one 

of them, an elderly woman, horribly solemn and the other, a teenage girl, probably a bit 

younger than Mina. Their eyes met; Mina immediately wanted to antagonise her and the likes 

of her and everything she stood for, but she couldn’t as the girl had the most innocent eyes 

she’d ever seen. And as her hair and body were fully covered with the long chador, Mina 

could only see her small face with light brown eyes and pale skin. The contrast of her 

complexion and her chador moved her like a Frida Kahlo’s painting, it was so gloomy. The 

fact that she did not seem hostile at all disturbed Mina even more. For one insane moment, 

she was going to ask her to join the party; to dance and flirt and drink with them, to celebrate 

the enthralling nothingness of life with her and her friends, to embrace her youth and beauty, 

instead of praying in Arabic and forcing herself to weep for a man who had died centuries 

ago in some war that did not matter anymore.  

Mina could not decipher what was in the girl’s eyes. It was nothing like hostility or 

arrogance, more like innocence and confusion.  
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‘What are you staring at?’ the older woman barked. 

‘Nothing.’ The girl said under her breath, averting her eyes from Mina and turning her 

back on her. 

‘Ah! Her terrible hejab?’  

What struck Mina was that the woman didn’t even lower her voice while trashing her. 

‘People like her end up in hell! And on such a sacred night… they can’t even behave 

themselves for one night!’  

‘I know.’ The girl mumbled.  

Mina wanted to trash the woman back, to defend her beliefs, to discuss hell and heaven 

on earth with her, and eventually rescue the girl, but they disappeared into the neighbours’ 

enormous house.  

This was two hours ago and now Mina was losing the game like she lost the girl. 

Then she remembered how her father had warned her to be extremely cautious. Mina 

knew her father would’ve asked her to stay home had he been a strict parent. She looked at 

her watch, it was half past nine; too early to get bored or annoyed or to miss her father’s face.  

Omid brought some fresh cookies from the kitchen with a new bottle of whisky. Mina 

took one cookie, and thanked him. She looked at the guests, their physicality and style, 

weighing up which one would be the most interesting to draw. The woman with Modigliani 

eyes in the fiery red dress was still at the top of her list. She was now lying on the floor, 

smoking a cigarette. Mina noticed the butt of her cigarette had a golden stain: the residue of 

her golden lips. She wished she hadn’t quit smoking, so she could ask for a cigarette or a 

lighter. Nevertheless, she sauntered over to her, unsure of how to start a conversation. 

The woman sat up and gave Mina a shiny smile. Mina wondered if her golden lip gloss 

tasted sweet and chemical, or salty and sticky.  

‘No luck tonight, right?’ the woman said, gracing Mina with her golden smile.  
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They sat side by side on the carpeted floor.  

‘Right,’ Mina replied, wondering what else she should say to maintain the 

conversation, when Omid interrupted them like a saviour. 

‘I’m such an idiot! My god. I should’ve introduced you to each other much sooner.’ 

‘Why?’ the woman asked, raising an eyebrow. Mina found this remark a little blunt, but 

laughed anyway.  

‘Well, it’s so interesting. Mina studies art… painting… and you study architecture. 

And, well, you’re both gorgeous!’ Omid chuckled.  

‘Oh, that is an interesting way of reasoning.’ She said, maintaining eye contact with 

Mina the whole time. She stretched out her dainty hand. ‘I’m Hasti. Delighted to meet you.’  

‘Told you so, a perfect match!’ Omid giggled, as a tall boy with green hair dragged him 

away to dance with him.  

Mina realised she was still holding Hasti’s cool hand. She dropped it awkwardly and 

asked her which university she was studying at, and if she was also from Shiraz. 

‘I’m also from Shiraz. But I’ve been living in Vienna for the past few years,’ Hasti 

informed her. ‘Now I’m here for a visit.’  

‘So, how are you finding Vienna?’  

‘Nice, can’t really complain; although I miss Shiraz so much.’ 

‘Why? I’m sure it’s way better than here!’  

‘Yes, that’s what you’re supposed to say, I guess,’ Hasti said, staring into space. ‘I find 

most Austrians a bit like robots, even the good ones. The bad ones are just old-fashioned 

fascists.’ 

Mina was uncertain what Hasti was ranting about. Was she just being a bored, rich 

bitch? Wasn’t Austria supposed to be the beating heart of the arts? ‘I heard they are very 

disciplined?’ Mina said.  
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‘Good for them,’ Hasti puffed her cigarette. ‘But I like a bit of chaos, passion – oh, and 

dark eyes!’ She gazed into Mina’s eyes through the smoke and Mina felt weak, realising she 

was unable to disagree with her.   

 

It was about eleven when they resumed playing cards. This time, Mina felt fortunate and 

energetic. Omid refilled their glasses with whisky, and emptied the ashtray cluttered with 

Hasti’s golden cigarette butts. Mina and Hasti won a round. Mina almost shouted with joy, 

and Hasti beamed.  

Mina and Hasti won the second round with a bit of cheating as well, which excited 

Mina even more. Hasti sneakily peeked at the other players’ cards, and Mina signalled to her 

which one to play first. Everybody else seemed too intoxicated to understand or even care 

about what was going on. Omid lay on the carpet, his head resting on Mina’s lap. She was 

now trembling with exhilaration, the whisky not working on her. She was waiting to win the 

entire set, so she could smoke weed with Hasti, and probably talk to her about Zaha Hadid or 

music flirtatiously, or about how Austria sucks and Iran rocks, therefore Hasti should stay in 

Iran, or maybe just look at her wordlessly, absorbing her beauty.  

The album finished, and there was no more loud music; the living room was filled with 

the vague sound of the neighbours mourning Imam Hossein. Nobody said anything; the 

people who were talking and laughing on the other side of the room suddenly went silent.  

The voice of the mullah singing in a miserable tone about the martyrdom of Imam 

Hossein filled the room. And his little son… they didn’t let him have any water… oh God, oh 

God, oh God… he was only three… Oh God, oh God, oh God…’ followed by the sound of the 

weeping of the people in the neighbourhood.  

Mina wondered if the girl was weeping along with the crowd or not. Was she bored to 

tears or moved by those melodramatic fables sold to her as historical facts? Mina wondered if 
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they were purely fabricated, or if there was a grain of truth in them. But she was too tired to 

question her own beliefs, too respectful towards life to appreciate something hellish. She felt 

agitated, dizzy and nauseated; as thirsty as Imam Hossein’s son. Fearing the fake whisky 

might blind or poison her, she presumed if God wasn’t dead after all, he would definitely 

punish her, would definitely put her in hell, like that woman had said. She thought about how 

her poor father would feel about her death or disease due to bad whisky. After all, hadn’t he 

had enough?  

Finally one of the guests addressed Omid: ‘Honey, are you sure this is okay? I’m 

thinking maybe this wasn’t the right night to party.’ 

‘Don’t be silly,’ Omid laughed. ‘In fact, this is the best time for a little partying, as my 

parents are on a trip because of this national holiday for the martyrdom of our beloved 

Hossein, and I have the whole house to myself!’ He wasn’t lying on the floor anymore and 

busied himself with the stereo.  

‘Okay then. But let’s keep it quiet,’ another guest suggested.  

‘Guys! No need to be scared,’ a woman with dyed blonde hair roared from the other 

side of the living room.  

Mina looked at her from afar, and felt grateful that Hasti had kept her hair dark and 

natural, unlike most women Mina had met. No wonder she never felt anything for them, 

never felt like drawing them or touching them. Hasti’s olive skin was glowing, her 

cheekbones highlighted with golden powder. Mina felt even more enchanted by her looks.  

For a moment Mina forgot about the neighbours and the girl. Hasti asked Omid to play 

some 50 Cent, and Mina caught Hasti looking at her, at her neck and breasts, and she felt 

fortunate for feeling free and looking great, for having the same dark hair and complexion as 

Hasti’s, for not having coarse stubble like most of the boys at the party. And thought how she 

abhorred the fads in Shiraz imported from Hollywood. How grotesque and unnatural they 
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made people look; and how ever-lasting they seemed: the thickly-drawn or overly-plucked 

eye brows, the dyed hair, the fake-tanned skin, the pig noses – all looking the same thanks to 

plastic surgery. Then she forgot about criticising the fashion trends of her city, as she realised 

Hasti was mouthing the words to In Da Club, while looking at Mina and shaking her head, 

half-closing her eyes and looking completely carried away by the music. Mina wished she 

could understand what 50 Cent was saying, but English was always her worst subject at 

school.  

Mina sipped her whisky, her eyes all over Hasti, until she felt Hasti’s red dress was 

attacking her – like red coming out of a Mondrian composition, cruelly conquering the 

viewer, leaving her incapable of looking away, of escape.  

Nobody was playing cards anymore: Omid was dancing with a few other boys, and the 

rest of the players were lying on the carpet, either high or drunk, laughing and greedily eating 

cookies, salad, nuts, and Omid’s delectable Dolmehs. Mina and Hasti were the only ones still 

holding onto their cards, staring at each other.  

Finally, Hasti spilled her cards on the carpeted floor, letting them melt into the flowers 

of the intensely beautiful Persian carpet. As a result of smoking, drinking and nibbling, 

Hasti’s lip gloss had come off and Mina found her unpainted lips with their natural, meaty 

colour even more appealing. She was already sniffing the scent of her neck when Hasti 

grabbed her right hand and murmured, ‘Let’s go.’ Mina did not know where, but followed 

her nevertheless.  

 

Hasti and Mina were walking in a narrow corridor with orange wallpaper, hand in hand, Hasti 

a few steps ahead, leading Mina. Mina’s nostrils were on Hasti’s nape, sniffing its strange 

scent, which Mina concluded smelt like her dead mother: a mixture of cigarette smoke and 

spicy cologne, resulting in a scent of burnt trees, which she relished. She sensed her next 
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painting would be a forest on fire. She knew Hasti was taking her to Omid’s bedroom, at the 

end of the long corridor. Suddenly she felt in love with the existence of this corridor, which 

connected Omid’s living room to his bedroom, separating her and Hasti from the rest of the 

party. It was indeed the best thing that could exist in a house, and probably in the world.  

However, the time was not the best time; Mina noticed the black clock with golden 

numbers hanging on the wall of the corridor showing a quarter past one. She thought of her 

father, and heard the sound of the wailing of Omid’s neighbours at a higher volume than 

when they were in the living room. It was probably because there was no music in the 

corridor. And yet, Hasti’s movements and presence were the most powerful piece of music.  

‘How old are you, by the way?’ Mina asked Hasti.   

‘Twenty-seven. Why?’ Hasti replied, her cold hand pressing on Mina’s bare arm.  

‘Just curious. I’m turning twenty in a week. You should come to my birthday party. 

Omid’s also coming.’ She felt frivolous for having said all this in her drunken voice. Hasti 

didn’t say anything, just pushed her into Omid’s bedroom: the promised land.  

The room was dark and quiet. Mina noticed the neighbours had finally stopped wailing, 

but for a moment she wished they had not stopped, as the silence was even more suffocating.  

She opened the curtains and the light of the night poured into the dark room; the moon 

was full, and Mina felt insecure. Hasti pushed her onto the bed. Mina pushed her back.  

‘I need to tell you something,’ murmured Mina.  

‘What? You want to know my surname?’ Hasti let out a nervous laugh at her own joke, 

which Mina found too crude, almost cruel.  

‘No.’ Mina retorted while Hasti was undressing. The red dress was gone in a moment, 

thrown to the floor.   

Mina found herself touching Hasti’s breasts with the tip of her trembling fingers. Hasti 

grabbed her hand and stopped her. ‘What? You’re not on your period, are you?’ 
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‘No.’  

‘Thank God!’ 

‘But…’ Mina paused, and gazed into Hasti’s eyes in the dark. Hasti put her arms 

around her with force.  

‘But what? You’re killing me.’  

‘This is my first time.’ Mina said, feeling hot with embarrassment, inebriation and 

desire.  

‘You mean you’re a virgin?’ 

‘Yes,’ Mina murmured, kissing her lips tenderly. Hasti’s mouth tasted like a pack of 

cigarettes.  

‘Oh,’ Hasti sighed. ‘Don’t worry. That turns me on.’ and took off Mina’s black top 

under which her breasts were waiting to be released from the tyranny of her bra.  

Mina was pleased that Hasti was ‘turned on’ by her confession and not taken aback. 

Hasti’s cold fingers started running all over her body. Mina closed her eyes and let herself 

tremble on Omid’s single bed.  

When Hasti’s sharp teeth reached her nipples, nothing was dark anymore, but orange 

and gold. Mina opened her eyes and realised Hasti’s beauty, her sharp cheekbones, were 

actually enhanced by the half-dark room.   

‘My god… you are so gorgeous it’s agonising.’ Mina found herself saying and 

regretting it, fearing Hasti might find this remark too old-fashioned, over the top, or 

desperate. But Hasti smiled and said, ‘So are you!’  

For a moment, Mina felt as though she was looking in the mirror while masturbating, 

so she grabbed Hasti’s long neck and sniffed it some more, trying to block out the thought of 

her dead mother smelling exactly the same. She then plunged her teeth in her neck and 

wanted to stay there forever.  
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‘Aw!’ Hasti complained. ‘You like it rough?’  

Mina did not reply; for some reason she could not talk. She was breathing heavily and 

the only thing she cared about was her heavenly wetness and Hasti’s wet mouth. Hasti’s 

fingers were inside her and Mina was writhing on the dark bed trying her best not to scream.    

The door opened, and she felt blinded by the orange corridor and the figure of someone 

she didn’t recognise in her inebriation, orgasm and the dark.  

‘The neighbours have called the police.’ The figure said, her voice quiet and quivering.  

Mina suddenly remembered she was one of the guests playing cards with them earlier. 

The dizziness of her pleasure turned into a sudden pang of pain, and she tried to push Hasti 

away, but Hasti bit her right ear and whispered, ‘Sorry, I can’t stop. You’re too hot.’ She 

used the actual English word ‘hot’, pronouncing it like ‘haat’ which would both annoy and 

please Mina under different circumstances, but now only angered and frightened her more. 

She felt Hasti’s breath was the only hot thing, as it was piercing her skin, so she yelled, ‘Get 

off me!’ and took Hasti’s slender shoulders in her nails and this time pushed her away with 

more force.  

Mina picked some other guest’s scarf and manteau from Omid’s closet and covered her 

shaking, naked body. For a moment it occurred to Mina that Hasti was insane for not being as 

scared as her, and at this thought she felt even more afraid.  

Hasti was laughing bitterly at her, still lying naked on Omid’s bed. ‘Don’t worry, little 

girl. We’ll give some cash to those bastards and they won’t harm us.’  

Mina felt deaf and blind, and incandescent. All the stories and news she’d heard about 

people being lashed, imprisoned, and even executed for alcohol and homosexual sex started 

revolving in her head like a poisonous tornado. She was not sure what her punishment would 

be, but she knew it would be massive. She knew she was a criminal and her whole existence 

a terrible crime.  
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‘Come on, darling!’ Hasti was not giving up. ‘I haven’t had my orgasm yet.’ And 

chuckled, sitting up on the bed. ‘You’re a selfish little girl, aren’t you?’  

Mina wanted to respond by telling Hasti that this was not Vienna and it was dangerous, 

but she could not. Hasti’s radiant figure on the bed already looked like a beautiful memory 

from the past. It dawned on Mina that the future was going to be even darker than Omid’s 

room. She opened the door to the sordid corridor, and felt like exploding in the middle of the 

living room; the image of her limbs scattered across the threads of the fine Persian carpet in 

front of all those guests sickened her, and she vomited, awaiting her arrest. 

It was then that she noticed there was no one else in the living room. All the lights were 

on, they were probably hiding somewhere, she thought miserably as she ran towards the door, 

not even having wiped the translucent vomit from her mouth, its sourness burning her throat.  

Her right foot hit a line of glasses on the floor and she fell down, feeling the wetness of 

the liquor between her toes, and shortly afterwards an unbearable pain in her right calf. She 

sat in the middle of the lonely living room and wept, waiting for the morality police to come 

and take her. She imagined her father’s shock after being informed at five in the morning 

about the arrest of her homosexual daughter at a sinful party on such a sacred night. She wept 

like Omid’s neighbours, and was enraged and helpless, knowing with the current condition of 

her right foot, she couldn’t escape from the police, and that this was the definition of misery.  

Suddenly it occurred to her that she was more miserable than that girl in the chador: at 

least she wouldn’t be arrested, she was safe and sound like ‘a pearl in its shell’ – as written 

on the billboards of the city – fitting in well, accepted and accepting of her condition. Mina 

concluded she needed to pity herself instead of that girl. She felt worse than the time she was 

informed about the accident that led to her mother’s death – back when she was fourteen, 

sexless, and sober.  
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Mina was wondering if the police would take her to the doctor first, for her foot, or if 

they wouldn’t believe her and would just push her in the direction of wherever the hell they 

were taking her. Her whole body was shaking from this thought, when the dyed-blonde 

woman with the fake tan and the fake lashes appeared in the living room and embraced her. 

‘Ah, don’t worry. They fucked off. Omid bribed them.’ And she laughed at Mina’s wet eyes. 

Mina could not even pretend to laugh. For some reason, this piece of good news did not 

make her happy, only empty. The pain in her foot was worsening by the second. She bit her 

bottom lip so she wouldn’t cry. 

Omid and some of the other guests came back in the living room, speaking in subdued 

but excited tones, making odd laughing noises. Omid recounted how he bribed the police in 

the tone of a sarcastic war hero, even though there was still the trace of a tremor in his voice.  

The green-haired boy was drinking from the bottle of whisky, laughing madly at 

Omid’s words, his lean body shaking.  

When Mina turned, she saw that Hasti was sitting on the sofa, in her red dress again, 

her longish hair dishevelled. Her eye liner was smudged, making her eyes look round rather 

than slanted, inhaling and exhaling her perpetual cigarette, looking attentively at Omid, with 

the trace of a surreptitious smile on her face.  

Mina dried her face, trying her best to ignore her pain. But when she looked around, 

she concluded that they were just a bunch of strangers; she sensed she didn’t know any of the 

people here – especially herself.  
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God’s Mistake 

 

Setareh noticed her journal lying seductively under her bed as she was leaving at half past 

seven to attend her eight o’ clock lecture. She hesitated for a moment, wondering whether or 

not to hide her journal in its safe drawer, away from the prying eyes of her mother. But since 

she was late, she concluded her mother would probably leave the house shortly afterwards in 

order to go to work.  

I even love the day after having sex. My hair smells like the cigarettes we smoked, my 

body is still sensitive. I’m alone in my single bed and I relish it. The memories of lust are 

keeping me ecstatic… when will it happen again? And with whom?  

As she had worriedly predicted, she was half an hour late for her class: English Poetry 

2. The lecturer was going to teach Byron’s When We Two Parted. Setareh loved the poem, 

because it made her weep, thinking of her sister who had left the country four months ago.  

Setareh knocked on the door uncomfortably, and the lecturer beckoned her to enter the 

classroom. Setareh sat on the nearest empty chair. The lecturer had already read the poem 

aloud and now the students were discussing the immorality of Lord Byron. Setareh loved 

Byron, because she identified with him, but she didn’t feel like defending him, as she already 

felt like the anti-Christ for being late. And the class turned its attention to dramatic 

monologue anyway.  

 

Today, I realised my two favourite poets were also atheists: Shelley and Byron. Shelley 

even has a book called The Necessity of Atheism, which I’d like to read, but where can I find 

it? Sima said she’d send it for me once she’s in Australia – on the condition that I wouldn’t 

be ‘dramatic’ when she’s leaving. She says I’m giving her a guilty conscience. But the non-

existent god knows I’ve tried to conceal my despair. The problem is, I simply can’t imagine 
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myself without her. Sometimes, I feel she’s my real mother!! At least I don’t have to lie to her 

about everything. She knows I’ve become an atheist and she’s fine with it. She says she’s 

agnostic – because science hasn’t really disproved the existence of god yet, and there are so 

many mysteries in the world. For me, it’s not even about science and its progression 

anymore. It’s about how I can’t stand religion, and how I can see it’s capable of ruining the 

brightest people – like my mother – and the greatest countries – like well, why would I name 

it, you know which country I’m talking about! And now my sister is leaving me, because this 

fucking country is too suffocating.  

 

After the class, Setareh left her chair and approached her best friend, who was sitting in 

the front row. Setareh winked at her, ‘Have you decided what to wear yet?’  

Mahsa avoided Setareh’s eyes, her voice trembling. ‘I need to talk to you.’ 

‘What’s wrong, honey?’ Setareh asked, alarmed. Mahsa was usually cheerful. Setareh 

considered her a true hedonist, and that was why she had chosen her as her best friend.  

‘Let’s go out for a fag,’ Mahsa whispered. ‘I can’t breathe in here!’ 

They scurried out of the Humanities department and passed the many trees to get to 

their sanctuary, where they could smoke and kiss without being warned by the security 

guards.  

Mahsa took out her pack of slim Esse and handed it to Setareh. Setareh took one and lit 

it with her purple lighter, then took another one and put it in Mahsa’s mouth while lighting it 

with her own cigarette. They loved doing this.  

I think I’m falling in love with smoking, for two reasons: 1. Because it soothes me 

whenever I’m nervous, which is 99% of the time. Too bad I always have to do it in secret. But 

perhaps that’s part of its charm? Oh and 2. It makes me feel closer to Mahsa.   
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‘Tell me!’ Setareh looked at Mahsa’s disturbed expression and touched her arm. She 

had never seen Mahsa so concerned. 

‘I had a bad dream last night,’ Mahsa murmured, ‘about tonight’s gathering. It was 

such a vivid nightmare.’ 

‘What?’ Setareh chuckled scornfully. ‘Is that all, hon?’  

‘You know, in the nightmare, the police raided the house and the four of us got 

arrested. They were discussing the number of lashes we deserved.’  

‘What are you implying?’ 

‘Cancel tonight!’ Mahsa hissed under her breath.  

‘Oh, come on! Since when have you become superstitious? Cancelling such a fun night 

for a stupid nightmare! Nobody will arrest us! Have you been watching low–brow satellite 

channels with your parents again? It’s not even a huge, loud party. It’s just a small gathering: 

you, me, Amin and his hot colleague. I showed you his picture. You said he was gorgeous. 

Apparently, he fancies you, too.’ Setareh realised she was delivering a dramatic monologue, 

though not as well as Robert Browning.  

‘I’ll come with you if you’re adamant. But please, let’s not jump into it,’ said Mahsa.  

Setareh narrowed her large eyes, and continued her dramatic monologue in a dreamy 

tone, ‘Imagine, you and me in our new boots, and Amin and his hot colleague in their sexy 

jeans. Instrumental jazz in the background, and we are drinking Amin’s amazing homemade 

sharab. I’m sitting on Amin’s lap and French kissing him, my fingers pressing his long neck, 

while you and his beautiful colleague are exchanging flirtatious glances; temptation, 

flirtation, intoxication, exhibition, and ultimately orgasm. And I have an inkling Amin and 

his beautiful colleague are like you and me… a bit sexual with each other… How can you say 

no to all that?’ 
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‘I can’t,’ Mahsa confessed. ‘But I’m scared. I don’t even care much about being lashed; 

I’m worried about my old parents having to go through the shame and hell. Where are you 

telling your mum you’re going?’ 

‘Just a gathering with my female friends in your house, as usual. But, why have you 

become so paranoid? We’re not living in Marjane Satrapi’s comics. Tehran is the most 

hedonistic city in the world. When was the last time you had sex?’ 

‘Seven and a half months ago,’ Mahsa murmured. 

‘Oh my god! That’s why you’re getting all these nightmares! You need to fuck Amin’s 

sexy colleague to feel good again; and we both need to watch them make out.’  

‘Doesn’t he have a name?’ Mahsa asked.  

‘Does it matter?’  

They both screamed with laughter.  

   

Mahsa and Setareh had to attend the same lecture at eleven. It was in the Religious studies 

department, and a mullah was teaching the History of Islam. Mahsa and Setareh sat beside 

each other at the back of the class and took out their pencil cases and notebooks, as they 

knew they were going to write to each other the whole time, too excited to concentrate on the 

history of Islam.  

The mullah was saying, ‘before the advent of Islam, Arabs lived like animals, they 

buried alive every female newborn. Islam and the prophet taught them how to value women 

and treat them right.’ His voice was dry, as if he were choking on his chalk.  

One of the students interrupted the mullah’s speech nervously, ‘So stoning women who 

commit adultery is a way of treating them right?’ 

The mullah responded with a question, ‘Would any other student like to answer our 

sister’s question?’  
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A student raised his hand and replied, ‘How else would you treat women who commit 

adultery? Islam doesn’t stone innocent women.’ 

The mullah smiled faintly and was about to carry on with his speech, when the nervous 

student shot back, ‘Why can’t you just divorce them?’ her voice vibrating.  

Setareh felt for her, but was slightly apprehensive of discussing religion in public.  

Mahsa wrote to Setareh, ‘I hate people who argue with the mullahs about Islam. What’s 

the point? Now his fucking sermon is going to take longer!’  

Setareh wrote back, ‘I know! And we need time to get ready for tonight!’ 

Mahsa drew a flower and Setareh drew a caricature of the student who’d defended 

stoning adulterous women. They both laughed quietly, while the whole class was lost in the 

dust of the voice of the mullah recounting the battle of Khaybar.  

The nervous student was gazing down on her book, silently livid. Setareh considered 

going to her and praising her after the class, but they didn’t have time for that.  

 

Behzad is sort of getting clingy. I think he thinks I’m his ‘girlfriend’ or something. Why 

can’t people differentiate between love and lust? Anyway, I sense his expiry date is fast 

approaching. There’s this new boy I’ve been chatting with online, and I think we might have 

amazing chemistry. His name is Amin. He has the nose of Apollo. Of course, he’s had a nose 

job. But who hasn’t? Well, apart from me, Sima, and Mahsa. 

Also, I’ve been grappling with some strange doubts recently; perhaps, I should’ve 

studied Persian Literature instead of English. Don’t get me wrong, I love my major and 

worked my arse off to get to only the best uni to study English Literature, but but but recently 

I’ve been reading Forough Farrokhzad again and I find her sensual poetry much more 

relatable and exciting than bits of Paradise Lost that we’re being taught now. Have I made a 
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mistake? Or is it just Milton boring me to death? Anyway, these days, only reading Forough 

and being touched by Mahsa make me feel better.  

 

At one o’clock, Setareh and Mahsa decided not to have lunch and go straight home to 

‘recharge their batteries’ for the evening.  

Setareh was driving her new car – a black Peugeot 206. She had recently managed to 

get her driver’s license and dived gratefully into the never-ending traffic of the streets of 

Tehran. She was extremely cautious. Mahsa was sitting next to her, forgetting to fasten her 

seatbelt as usual. Setareh played Placebo, and then turned it off when Brian Molko sang in an 

accusatory tone: ‘You are one of god’s mistakes.’  

They didn’t talk, as Setareh had told Mahsa before that she could not speak while 

driving. Setareh usually gave a ride to Mahsa to Vanak Square, from where she could take a 

cab straight to her house. During these rides, Mahsa’s hand was always resting possessively 

on Setareh’s thigh, which Setareh both loved and feared. She adored her relationship with 

Mahsa, but she was worried that someday Mahsa would want more and limit her, cutting out 

other people.  

As Setareh was driving down from the university to the main square, Mahsa informed 

her that another Peugeot 206 was following them. The Peugeot sped up and was now moving 

alongside Setareh’s car. Four boys were waving and signalling them to stop so they could 

exchange numbers; their car exploding with Beyoncé shrieking that she was ‘crazy in love’. 

Setareh frowned at them and managed to focus on her driving. She despised it when male 

drivers harassed her. She abhorred it so much she imagined crashing into their cars.  

‘They’re cute, though!’ Mahsa mumbled.  

They all looked the same to Setareh. The four of them had gelled, short hair.   
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‘They’re a bunch of losers!’ Setareh pulled down her window and shouted at them, 

‘bugger off or I’ll call the police!’  

They booed her but left eventually.  

When they arrived at Vanak Square, Mahsa thanked Setareh and slowly kissed her 

cheeks before getting out of the car.  

‘I’ll come pick you up at six.’ Setareh said.  

‘Are you sure? I can call a cab.’  

‘No, it’s okay. Your house is on the way anyway. See you, azizam.’ 

 

Today I turned twenty. This was, of course, my saddest birthday as it’s been two months 

and eleven days since Sima left. When people tell me I’ll get used to it, I just want to smash 

their empty brains. One thing’s for sure: it’s not getting any easier. At times, I feel numb. I 

can only forget about her when I have sex. Too bad, I find most people deeply unappealing. 

Also, it’s getting harder and harder to come up with new excuses to leave the house and 

spend an evening with a lover. Anyway, that’s not really my problem now. My poor parents 

did their best so I’d have a nice birthday tonight. They took me to my favourite restaurant – 

this new, posh Japanese restaurant called Kenzo. We got stuck in traffic for three hours, but 

it was worth it. Mum paid the bill. And Dad gave me a pair of heart-shaped earrings made of 

purple stones. Then he said, ‘I looked everywhere to find something purple for you!’ I had no 

idea he knew purple is my favourite colour. We don’t really converse that much. And yet he 

knew. I was tearful, and I told them it was because Sima is not here. But in actual fact, the 

tears were for Dad. Whenever he does something like this, I feel so much sadness and 

happiness at the same time that it’s overwhelming. He’s so old, his hair is all white and thin. 

Please, don’t get me wrong, I love Mum, too, I just sometimes find it unbearable to live with 

her. I aspire to someday become like her (minus the funny religion, of course). It’s not the 
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same with Dad. Sometimes, we’re just watching TV, and I’m incredibly happy to be in his 

presence, whereas I feel the opposite about Mum. She works so hard for this family (as she 

keeps reminding us!), and I appreciate that, but I just feel uncomfortable around her. 

Perhaps because she talks so much, so intensely all the time and asks too many questions, 

while Dad is usually taciturn. Or perhaps simply because he’s a better person: he’s noble 

and decent. But, unfortunately, I’m nothing like him; I am a total bastard. Sima is like my 

Dad. But let’s not talk about Sima. These are supposed to be the pages of pleasure, not pain. 

Seeing Mahsa tomorrow; her family are away and we’ll have the whole house to ourselves – 

to study of course! Hahaha. I know we will get drunk and give each other like five orgasms 

again, I am counting the seconds. (Would it be embarrassing if I ask her to read me some 

early Forough too?) 

 

When Setareh arrived home, exhausted and starving, she found out her mother was home. 

Her mother would usually get back from work at three o’clock. Now it was about two. 

Setareh smiled at her and said hello, but her mother glared at her instead of greeting her like 

usual. Setareh noticed her mother’s eyes were bloodshot. ‘What’s wrong, Mum? Are you all 

right?’ 

Her mother looked away and set her jaw. Setareh was afraid, ‘Is Dad all right?’ Do you 

have any news from Sima?’  

‘Yes, everyone is all right, but you,’ her mother screamed. ‘You sick whore!’  

Now Setareh was more confused rather than scared. Her mother threw a tantrum every 

now and then, but this was the first time she called Setareh a ‘whore’. Setareh didn’t know 

her mother even knew that word.  

‘Why are you back so soon?’ Setareh asked her.  
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‘I didn’t go to work today. We had a cleaner. I asked him to leave, though,’ her mother 

burst into hysterical tears. ‘I wish I’d died and hadn’t seen how my child has turned out!’  

Setareh took off her manteau and black scarf. ‘Mum, have you gone mad?’ she tried to 

sound cool, but her voice was trembling. She headed to her room to escape. As soon as she 

stepped in, she realised what was wrong with her mother. Her room was clearly tidier, and 

her journal wasn’t under her bed anymore, but was violated, bleeding on the floor in the 

middle of her room: purple and vulnerable, hot like a loaded gun, triggered by an invisible 

hand – the hand of God.  

I feel like Humbert Humbert at the beginning of Lolita, where he acknowledges that it 

is “madness” to keep a diary, but he just has to do it because of “a strange thrill”. Well, at 

least, I don’t fancy underage people! No, I don’t think I’m a ‘bad’ person. Perhaps, I am a 

bit too much into hedonism. But what’s the point of a perfect godless life – if not pleasure?  

Setareh did not dare to leave her room; her appetite had just disappeared. Instead, her 

instinctive reaction was to lock the door and dive into the sofa near her bed, hoping to faint so 

she wouldn’t be aware of what would happen next. Her mother was behind the door, 

grabbing the handle, pulling it up and down swiftly and then beating on it with her fists, 

‘Open the goddamned door! We need to talk! I want to tell you something!’ 

Setareh was trembling so violently she could not move the bolt. 

‘I said open the door! Or I’ll call your dad and tell him what a lying slut his beloved 

daughter is!’ 

Setareh thought her mother might’ve been bluffing, but she was in no position to take 

any risks. She took a deep breath, leaned her forehead against the door, unlocked it, and let 

her hysterical mother in.  

‘I’ll explain everything!’ Setareh pleaded with her.  
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‘Explain what? You’re a disgrace! You’ve been fooling me! What’s wrong with you? 

What did I do to deserve a daughter like this? We provided everything for you, and is that 

how you repay us, by lying to our face? By having the nastiest sort of secret life!’  

‘Mum, I’ll explain. It’s not what you think,’ Setareh wondered miserably how to 

‘explain’. The explanations were all in the journal, which her mother had read. There was no 

other explanation. Everything was as clear as the sunny sky outside her window. And then it 

occurred to her to use Humbert’s excuse. ‘Mother, you know how I enjoy writing? You’ve 

always encouraged my writing.’ 

‘What are you trying to say?’ 

‘What you read is not my life. It’s a story I’ve been writing. It’s a novel about this 

woman with sexual complexes. You know I’m not really into that stuff myself.’ Setareh said, 

widening her eyes, and slightly pouting her lips in an effort to look innocent and remorseful. 

Her mother sighed loudly. Setareh felt her mother had turned into a rabid animal that 

was ready to slay her. ‘You expect me to believe this bullshit? You think I’m stupid! I teach 

people your age at the university! I have a PhD for God’s sake! With your disgusting 

narcissism, no wonder you think that everybody is dumb but you!’  

Setareh took a deep breath. ‘Mother, I swear to God, what you read has no base in 

reality, it’s all my sick imagination.’ 

‘What about the dates? The night you told us you were going to an Iftar ceremony in 

your university, you were going to that man’s house or were doing stuff with another girl…’ 

her mother trembled and screamed, ‘Who is Amin?’ and before Setareh got a chance to 

respond, her mother shouted even louder, ‘I thought Mahsa was just a normal friend!’ 

Today I did something rather clever; I told Mum I was going to an Iftar ceremony in 

our university, when in actual fact I was going to Amin’s flat with Mahsa. Amin was wearing 

a skirt and Mahsa put make-up on his face. He became so beautiful that I couldn’t stop 
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kissing him. Perhaps Ramadan is not that bad after all. I mean, this time it’s worked to my 

advantage!   

Setareh was speechless. Her nightmare finally came true: her dear religious mother had 

read her sinful journal. Setareh was ashamed and hurt, her mother was now weeping horribly 

loudly. Suddenly she stopped to attack Setareh again, ‘And don’t swear to God when you 

don’t believe in him. I know you’re a filthy atheist! This is all your father’s fault for spoiling 

you so much! For letting you get away with everything! I couldn’t raise you the way I wanted 

to!’ 

Setareh could not take this; she hated it when her mother blamed her father every time 

she was mad. ‘Now I bet he’ll be proud of you!’  

Setareh found herself tearful. ‘Mum, promise not to involve him. I’ll do whatever you 

ask me to. He’s old and fragile. Please don’t punish him for my mistakes.’  

Today something quite awkward happened. I was writing in you when Mum suddenly 

opened my door under the pretext of bringing me tea. I quickly closed you and acted as 

though I’d been staring out of the window, but I’m almost sure she knew I was writing. She 

didn’t mention it, though, just banged the damned cup of tea on my desk, and sat on my bed, 

asking me about my day.  

Setareh looked at the clock on her wall. It was half past four. Her father would usually 

get home around seven. And her mother exclaimed again, ‘You’re a liar! You don’t even like 

your major! After fighting with all of us to study such a useless major! Even your father 

wasn’t on board. He wanted you to become a lawyer,’ upon hearing these words, Setareh’s 

tears streamed down her face, her mother didn’t stop, ‘and now you don’t even want it 

anymore! You want to shift to an even more useless major! So you’ll have a good excuse to 

read that whore’s poetry the whole time!’ 
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Setareh did not know how to respond. She felt something was growing in her throat, 

suffocating her. Her tears dried; her head was imploding. This was a horrible attack, even for 

her mother. For a fleeting moment, Setareh wished they had both been dead.  

Her mother’s gaze was now dangerously quiet. Setareh could not look back at her, so 

she stared at the wooden-framed clock ticking, a time bomb.  

Her mother finally got up, muttering ‘I need to do my afternoon prayers, it’s getting 

dark.’ Setareh was relieved her mother was leaving. She crawled to the kitchen as her 

stomach was rumbling, found some Sangak bread and Tabriz cheese, and swallowed them 

almost without chewing, which made her nauseated. She wanted to vanish.  

Then it occurred to her that Mahsa was probably getting ready now. Setareh texted her 

and Amin and cancelled. Mahsa immediately texted back: plz B safe. LuV U :*. And Setareh 

was sure she loved Mahsa too and wished she would be kissing her lips instead of trying to 

survive her mother’s rage, but didn’t dare texting back, in case her mother would proceed to 

confiscate her phone.  

While Setareh was making tea, her mother crept into the kitchen. She had not taken off 

her floral chador after her namaz. This is a statement. Setareh shuddered as she thought it.  

‘Sleeping around and blasphemy aren’t the whole problem. The main problem is how 

you’ve been fooling us for two years... I wonder what else you’re capable of. A person who 

lies like this to her parents…’ 

Setareh sighed, and poured tea from the floral china tea pot. ‘You want tea?’ she asked 

under her breath. 

‘No, I want death!’ her mother yelled. ‘Oh God!’  

‘You made me lie,’ Setareh heard herself saying.  

‘What!’ 
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‘If you weren’t so narrow-minded and ommol, I would’ve told you everything… even 

though it’s really my private life and none of your business!’ her words burned her tongue 

more than the tea.  

‘What nonsense! Private life! Nobody has a private life here! We all live under the 

same roof! And we should obey the same rules. It’s true that your dad and I aren’t strictly 

religious, but we still respect some things. And we respect ourselves. We don’t like sluts and 

liars!’ 

‘Speak for yourself. My dad is different from you. He’s not even religious.’ 

‘I know! That’s why it’s his fault that you’re like this. You used to be so innocent, and 

now look at you! Look at those dark circles under your eyes! The wrinkles around your 

mouth! And you’re only nineteen! It’s all the secret cigarettes you smoke and the alcohol you 

drink… and you probably have sexually transmitted diseases… I mean, you don’t even have 

a proper boyfriend… you’ve been with several men and women!’ Her mother wept again. ‘I 

can’t believe my daughter is an alcoholic!’  

Setareh was dejected and furious. Furious at everything. At sex, at alcohol, at her 

mother, but mostly at herself for leaving her journal unguarded under her bed.  

Her mother ran out of the kitchen, picked up the phone, and started dialling. Setareh ran 

after her, thinking her mother was going to contact her father. She tried to grab the phone, but 

her mother pushed her away.  

Setareh found herself on the floor, weeping. ‘Please, don’t call dad. I’ll do whatever 

you want me to. I’ll change myself and become who you want me to be.’ 

Setareh wasn’t as scared of her father as she had been of her mother; she was merely 

insanely worried about him. Also, she didn’t want her gentle father to get dragged into her 

mother’s terrifying drama. He was old and small, and he’d never shout back when her mother 

was accusing him of ruining everything. He would just grow older and smaller.  
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‘I’m not phoning that useless man anyway. I’m calling Sima to see what she thinks we 

should do with her innocent little sister!’  

Setareh felt she was in a nightmare; she just stood there and watched her mother 

shaking with the black phone in her right hand, shouting to Sima, ‘Your sister is ill! Can you 

take her abroad to cure her?  

‘No, I don’t need to see the tests! It’s just obvious! You haven’t seen how she’s been 

looking recently, although apparently she thinks she’s Venus because people like to sleep 

with her!  

‘No, listen, Sima, of course I’m not a Basiji! I just hate liars and sinners! She’s been 

lying to our face, hiding her sick life from us like a professional liar! I can’t stand her in this 

house! I feel betrayed!’ After shouting this, her mother became silent for a few seconds, then 

said, ‘I can’t believe you’re taking her side.’ Setareh was trying to guess what Sima was 

saying in response. Her mother reiterated, ‘No, you are taking her side, because you pity her. 

But we should do something about her, get some help, instead of pitying her!’ 

Setareh couldn’t take it anymore. She ran to her room, and shut the door behind her. 

She sheltered under her blue duvet and closed her eyes, wishing for an abrupt death. After a 

few seconds, she got up restlessly, took her guilty journal and tore every page, then threw the 

shreds of paper out of her window, letting the autumn wind take them far away.  

‘The thought of suicide is a great consolation: by means of it, one gets through many a 

dark night.’ But I’m so sad that I’m actually considering suicide. Sima left the country last 

night. I haven’t been able to stop my tears since she left. Mum and Dad are worried about 

me. I feel quite feverish, even though it’s summer. Sima is not just my sister, she’s also my 

best friend, and let’s face it, my mother! I don’t know what I’m writing. I just know writing 

has always helped me deal with (digest?!) my problems. But this time I don’t think anything 

can help me; no amount of writing or sex or alcohol or cigarettes will rescue me. They might 
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soothe me. At the moment the only thing that distinguishes me from a corpse is an abject 

hatred. I never felt I could actually hate my country. I never hated it because of its religion, 

pollution, government and the usual stuff that people whine about day and night. But I hate it 

now – because it separated my sister from me. When will I see Sima again? I’m nineteen 

now, perhaps when I’m in my twenties. Oh god, oh fucking god.  

When she turned away, she saw her mother was back in her room, pale in her greyish 

chador, like a ghost.  

‘I see you’ve also manipulated your sister!’ her mother stated. ‘She accused me of 

being a Basiji and repeated that nonsense you gave me earlier about your private life. Even 

so, she agreed that you’re a liar!’  

Setareh repeated herself, because she knew her mother was going to repeat herself for a 

long time. ‘You made me lie, you prude.’ 

Her mother did not scream this time. ‘I’m not a prude. If I were one of those illiterate 

mothers, I would’ve forced you to quit university and stay home, but I’m not.’ 

‘Those illiterate mothers are more bearable – they’re not as self-righteous and self-

assured as you are, and actually not all of them are as ommol as you are!’  

‘I only want the best for my daughter,’ her mother wept again. Setareh felt hopeless and 

hateful. They were arguing again.  

‘You’re one of those immoral atheists… at least your father believes in morality. You 

believe in NOTHING! Are you a hamjensbaz?’ her mother was half-shouting again.  

Neither of them was crying anymore. Then Setareh heard the sound of the key in the 

keyhole, and her father was in the house. ‘Hello!’  

He emerged in Setareh’s room and glanced at them, ‘Is everything okay?’  
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Setareh was tongue-tied, her heart beating so loudly she was sure her father could hear 

it, but to her utter relief her mother said in her convincing tone, ‘Yes, we’re just arguing. If 

you’re hungry, there’s food in the pot on the oven; Gheimeh stew and rice.’ 

‘Oh, thank you!’ 

Setareh forced a smile at her father and thought, no matter what, she was going to 

protect him for good: she decided that she would do anything to ensure he wouldn’t get hurt. 

Her father embraced her. ‘How’s my beautiful daughter?’ 

‘I’m okay, thanks, a bit knackered, though. Too many classes at uni today. How are 

you?’ Setareh responded like a robot.  

Her mother narrowed her eyes at her, and Setareh trembled. Her father let her go and 

said, while exiting her room, ‘If you’re tired, get some rest instead of arguing with your 

darling mother!’ and disappeared in the kitchen.  

When he left, her mother shut the door. Setareh said mournfully, ‘thanks for not telling 

him,’ her dark eyes glistening with tears.  

‘I decided not to. Not because of you, but because he’s a weak, useless man and will 

worsen the situation with his inefficiency. He can only be a good father to his damned 

university. That’s why he’s obsessed with it.’ 

Setareh yearned to tell her mother to shut up, but she managed to somehow control her 

fury. She was going to lose this battle, regardless of whether she was right or wrong. Her 

mother would never lose. She was the most powerful person Setareh knew and she could 

easily imagine her mother shattering her and her father. Setareh decided to bargain, to lie 

again.  

‘Mum, you know what?’ 

‘What?’ 
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‘I really want to apologise. I really regret the things I’ve done. You have no idea how 

much I hate myself for them. It’s all Mahsa’s fault. She’s corrupted me. You remember, I’ve 

always been interested in reading, I’m still very indoorsy. I hate sex and drinking. I only 

smoke because I feel sorry for myself. I’m sorry I don’t pray. I feel I am losing God. I feel 

God has abandoned me.’ Setareh shed a tear and was praying to her non-existent god that her 

lies could fool her clever mother. She paused to look at her mother’s expression. Her mother 

seemed ponderous and was surprisingly quiet. Setareh continued her dramatic monologue, 

‘You know I’ve been feeling so lonely since Sima left.’ 

‘Yes, I read this in your journal,’ her mother’s coarse voice softened into a murmur, 

like ice in the heat. ‘You two were very close. But she never behaved like you, she’s a 

respectable engineer in Australia, engaged to a good Australian man. I always knew you two 

were different, but not this much… also, so you know, God never forsakes his servants.’  

‘Mum, I’m sorry, I was only eighteen when I started going crazy. It all happened after I 

met my university friends – whom I despise now. Mum! I will not talk to them anymore. I 

promise you. I’m your daughter, please believe me.’ Setareh’s voice was shaking so deeply 

she almost believed her own words for a moment, although she was uncertain whether or not 

her mother bought them. To her utter surprise and satisfaction, her mother looked up and 

said, ‘Interesting that I always had a bad feeling about Mahsa… I haven’t forgiven you yet, 

but I’m willing to give you a second chance to see how you behave. We’ll see, okay?’ her 

voice was suddenly calm and forgiving.  

Setareh almost fell to her knees, ‘Thank you, mother! Thanks!’ she thought she should 

probably quit sex, alcohol and Mahsa for at least six months. The peace was worth it though, 

she concluded.  
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                                                        Art Lessons 

 

Saba kissed Tara’s lips so hard they both fell to the floor. Whilst on top of Tara, Saba’s hands 

travelled all over Tara’s breasts. Only then did Saba realise they were both in their university 

attire in the university corridors; despite her fear, she could not stop touching Tara’s clothed 

body, until an enormous dog emerged in the corridor, deafening her with its barking, 

attacking them, blood dripping from its teeth.  

  Saba jumped awake, her heart pounding hard inside her scarlet pajama top. She 

squinted at the blinding screen of her mobile, it was half past seven in the morning; time to 

get ready for Dr Tara Ahmadi’s class, her favourite lecturer.  

Saba brushed her teeth carefully, and tried to make her puffy eyes wide with the help 

of a sparkling eye shadow and mascara. While applying the make-up, she considered the 

possible reactions of the woman who was checking their outfits and student ID cards at the 

entrance of the university. Saba adored the university so much that the menacing presence 

of the woman – whom her friends called The Dog – did not bother her much. In fact, she’d 

smile at the woman, and the smile seemed to tame her a bit. Saba wore a tight black 

manteau with her usual black scarf. She wore her favourite blue jeans and a pair of black 

Converses.  

When she entered the kitchen, her mother said, ‘Good morning, my love!’ whilst 

pouring tea from the familiar blue tea pot. ‘What time is your class starting today?’ 

‘Half past eight.’  

Saba sat at the table in the kitchen, opposite her mother, eating feta cheese and fresh 

Sangak bread while drinking sugary black tea, like every morning, knowing her dad was 

already gone.  

 ‘I can give you a ride.’ Her mother said.  
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Her mother offered to drive her to the university every time she had a class in the 

morning. Saba always accepted. At first it made her feel guilty, but after a while she 

realised her mother enjoyed it herself.  

As soon as they got into the car, her mother declared, ‘I love driving in the 

morning… no traffic!’ 

‘I hate doing anything in the morning.’ Saba murmured, still exhausted from the 

nightmare she had about Tara. Saba wound down her window.  

Her mother got her attention by one clichéd question, ‘are you enjoying being a 

university student?’  

‘Oh, yes!’ Saba said, although unwilling to discuss it in the morning. ‘Uni is much 

better than school. It’s like a new world.’ 

‘And you get to see a few boys, too,’ her mother said.  

‘That is probably the only downside,’ Saba declared. ‘The boys at our uni stink.’  

‘Well, give them cologne or something.’  

Saba laughed, knowing her mother was joking, meaning to cheer her up. Saba stared 

at the naked autumnal trees that had mesmerised her since she was a child. When people 

asked her why she loved Tehran so much, she told them because Tehran was wild, 

hysterical, and vibrant with all kind of shops, from hippy art shops selling Faber Castell 

products and strange-looking drawing pads to ancient-looking bazars, smelling like fresh 

lime and fish, to glitzy malls selling L’Oreal, Reebok, and Hello Kitty stickers. But Saba 

knew she was just saying what everyone wanted to hear and had heard before. She never 

told anyone that she was in love with the sombre-looking trees. When her mother’s car 

stopped in front of the entry arch of the university, Saba kissed her mother’s cheeks as 

always, saying goodbye. ‘I’ll get home at 5.’ She said, so she wouldn’t worry. 

‘Be careful with The Dog,’ her mother said.  
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Saba pulled her black scarf almost down her high forehead so her dark locks weren’t 

visible any more. And put on a pair of enormous sunglasses to conceal her made-up eyes.  

The Dog was in her white stall as always, checking female students’ IDs and outfits. 

Saba smiled and flashed her student card. The Dog shook her head in affirmation and 

smiled back. Saba felt bad that they were calling her The Dog. She was a human after all. 

A human stuck in the system like everyone else. A human stuck in a stall. Saba assumed 

other students never smiled at her, they’d only look at her with disdainful hostility, like 

her friends, Maral and Sahar.  

 

As soon as Saba saw her favourite lecturer in the corridor, she forgot about analysing The 

Dog’s mentality and sympathising with her. Her heart pounded like a metal ball thrown on 

a paper surface.  

‘Hello!’ her favourite lecturer, Dr Tara Ahmadi, sauntered towards her.  

The lecturer was also wearing a black scarf – the same as Saba and every other 

female at the university. But her wine-coloured locks contrasted with her triangular-

shaped face. Saba remembered the sensation of their kisses in her dreams and wished she 

could stop blushing like a 14-year-old virgin.  

‘I know you’re in my class,’ Dr Ahmadi said, smiling at Saba, narrowing her large 

green eyes. She was quite small – up to Saba’s shoulders. Saba tried to guess her age, but 

she failed and it didn’t matter. ‘But I don’t remember your name, I’m afraid.’ 

How tragic. ‘I’m Saba… Salem.’ She disliked her surname: a rare one, meaning 

‘healthy’. She hated the irony; she usually felt sick. Well, at least their first names rhymed.  

‘Yes, Saba. I’ll remember that. Well, see you in class!’ Dr Ahmadi smiled again, 

unlike her other lecturers. She was also much younger and prettier, which was Saba 

presumed why her other classmates looked down on her.  
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Saba loathed herself for not using this unique opportunity to flirt with her. To tell 

her teasingly, ‘Oh, I can’t believe you don’t remember my name!’ or to just compliment 

her on her teaching, or at least to stare properly in to her eyes.  

 Tara was so informal. Not like the other professors calling students by their 

surnames in imperious tones. She even memorised some students’ first names. How very 

romantic. How kind and sweet and breath-taking.  

  Saba stepped into the class. The room smelled of the morning breaths of sleepy 

strangers and last night’s sweat. She opened the large window, preparing the room for Dr 

Ahmadi about whom the other students were already bitching, the fact that it was early in 

the morning did not make a difference to this beloved ritual.  

‘She thinks she’s different or something because she’s got ugly red hair and creepy 

green eyes,’ one of her friends, Maral, was saying. Saba wanted to defend Dr Ahmadi, but 

she could not bring herself to talk about her, feeling an explosion might occur if she 

uttered her name. 

She wanted to say, ‘she is actually different.’ And her eyes are anything but creepy. 

They are a beautiful mystery.  

‘Rodin is so old-fashioned anyway. I wonder why one might get so passionate when 

talking about him,’ her other friend, Sahar, gave her priceless opinion.  

‘She’s quite fuckable, though, I got to admit.’ Saba heard one of her other friends 

saying quietly, Ali. Saba was disgusted but she was hoping she’d heard it all wrong. 

However, when Dr Ahmadi finally stepped in to the class, all the gossip turned into 

silent reverence. Tara didn’t smile like she’d smiled at Saba but asked them sternly to 

hand in their assignments. While Saba was giving her homework to her, their hands 

touched briefly. And Saba was pleased - pleased with the smallest progress and victory. 
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The lecturer then had a general go at students who failed to hand in their work, 

without naming names. But after around five minutes proceeded to talk about Rodin, 

becoming more and more passionate with every slide she was showing. It was an 

unwritten and unspoken rule that naked sculptures were seldom shown – despite being 

blurred. Saba couldn’t see the projections anyway as she was only staring at Tara’s long 

fingers. For a moment she even closed her eyes, letting herself sway on the tender waves 

of her deep voice.  

‘Saba,’ Dr Ahmadi was calling her. ‘Do you know this one? And can you tell us a 

bit about its history, please.’ 

Saba looked at the blurred slide show and knew it was Rodin’s Gates of Hell 

inspired by Lorenzo Ghiberti’s Gates of Paradise. But for some reason she could not say 

any of this. Tara was staring at her, and Saba felt crushed by the heaviness of the scrutiny 

of the whole class at her blushing face. She got so embarrassed that she felt like escaping. 

But it seemed to Saba that Tara understood her pause, therefore didn’t wait for her sad 

response, and resumed explaining the piece herself, whilst smiling at Saba as if to reassure 

her that it was okay. That she knew Saba knew the piece, and even if she didn’t, it 

wouldn’t have mattered. Saba smiled faintly and looked down, her body melting inside her 

black manteau. 

When the class was finally finished, Saba felt it hadn’t even started yet.  

Tara vanished in an instant, and Saba was left with her friends and classmates. And 

yet she could still see Dr Ahmadi’s slender hands all over the classroom. Saba was ecstatic 

upon noticing that Tara was not wearing a wedding ring.  

 

It was ten o’clock and her next class was going to start at half past one. She considered 

going to the library and researching Rodin, but she knew concentration was impossible 
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now. She looked at her group of friends, they were laughing loudly at some joke about the 

Turks, which wasn’t even funny. Saba wondered if her red-haired flame had Turkish roots. 

After all, she had pale skin and green eyes. But then again, her ethnicity didn’t matter, just 

like her age and marital status. Nothing really mattered but her hands and the powerful 

spark in her eyes when she smiled. 

Saba smoked a cigarette with her group of friends in their secret place behind the 

university. It was a deserted garden with broken walls and no view from inside the 

campus, thus no fear of getting caught. They usually sat on one of the broken walls and 

chain smoked whilst talking obsessively about sex and dates. Two other girls and two 

boys. Saba liked Maral but was also slightly intimidated by her. She was extremely tall 

and loud. She had bad skin and bad teeth with freakishly long eye lashes and a mound of 

black hair. She always wore a thick winged eye liner. Saba knew she drew it in the toilet 

after passing The Dog. Saba admired her determination, but found putting on eye liner in 

the public toilet in the morning slightly sickening too.  

Sahar was sweet, delicate and the least talkative of the group. She was Saba’s 

favourite. And Saba was careful not to show it. She resented the fact that Sahar sometimes 

acted like Maral’s slave. Ali and Farzad were the only boys from their university and 

major who did not smell funny; although Ali was always complaining about something, 

and Saba found Farzad secretly aggressive. And yet she couldn’t think of hanging with 

any other group at the university.  

  ‘You girls are lucky,’ Ali started lecturing as soon as they settled down in the 

secret passage. ‘You can just sit there and men come after you. I think I’m losing my eye-

sight due to excessive masturbation.’  

‘Believe me, we’re all in the same boat,’ Maral said. ‘In fact, now I’m technically 

blind myself. Who are you?’  
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They all roared with laughter.  

Farzad caught Saba’s eyes when they were all laughing. ‘What about you? It 

shouldn’t be difficult for you to find someone,’ he looked her up and down.  

Saba felt uncomfortable, but she was getting used to Farzad’s crude flirtation.  

‘Oh, well,’ she didn’t know what to say. Pretending not to know what he meant 

would sound silly and acknowledging her beauty would sound arrogant. ‘No, it’s not true.’ 

‘Elaborate.’ Maral spoke to her face, puffing on her Bahman cigarette. Saba tried not 

to look directly at the big pimple on her nose, and to restrain the cough induced by her 

cigarette fumes. 

‘Well, I rarely see anyone whom I find attractive,’ Saba said. 

‘Have you ever been with anyone? Or are you a virgin? Or both?’ Maral asked.   

‘If this is a game, we should all play. But so you know, I’m not a virgin. I don’t 

believe in ‘saving it for my husband’’. They all laughed again. Saba thought anything 

could make them laugh, even the movement of an ant.  

‘So who was the lucky guy?’ Farzad stared into her eyes, his eyes black. Saba found 

herself irritated by his aggressive beauty.  

‘Well, there’s been a few. It’s not what you think.’  

‘Yes, because she’s lez!’ Maral shouted whilst bursting into a hysterical laugh. Sahar 

hissed her, then looked at Saba with worried eyes, ‘Is it true?’ 

‘No,’ Saba replied, not lying. ‘I wouldn’t call myself a lezbian. I’ve been with a few 

boys so far, and some of them were amazing. But sometimes I fancy women, too. When 

that feeling happens with someone, I don’t really care about their gender, or anything else. 

It just happens in an instant. It’s so illogical. I haven’t figured it out yet.’  

‘Well, you’re only nineteen.’ Ali commented, sounding patronising because he was 

two years older than all of them.  
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Farzad was being quiet. And Saba felt she’d talked a lot again, without thinking. 

And yet she wanted to talk more. They were like her. They weren’t like virgin girls from 

her high school. They were artsy and mischievous, they even smoked weed. Saba felt she 

was in the right place – a feeling she rarely had.  

‘Okay, now, it’s your turn, Ali.’ 

By this time, they were all done with smoking. They were now walking side by side 

outside the university going to the nearest fast food restaurant.  

‘I’d rather fuck a hamburger now,’ Ali said.  

‘Ew… gross.’ Maral retorted.  

The fast food restaurant, Sooper Estar, smelled like ten dead cows. Saba felt like 

vomiting on the plastic red chairs but didn’t say anything. Ali was already raving about the 

hamburgers. Saba tried to think of beautiful things, like the lecturer’s eyes: two green seas 

flooding her tiny world.  

Instead of Coke, Saba ordered orange juice, at the expense of being mocked by the 

group. She had the feeling that Tara was the kind of person who would drink orange juice 

instead of coke. And she heard Farzad talking about her:  

‘What do you guys think of this new lecturer? I don’t like female lecturers in 

general; they all have a chip on their shoulders.’ 

Saba stared at her French fries, waiting for Maral to shoot down her love. But Maral 

was too busy wolfing down her sausage sandwich. Instead Ali kept the ball rolling, ‘She’s 

sexi, though.’  

‘What’s so sexi about her?’ Farzad asked.  

‘I don’t know, man,’ Ali was speaking with his mouth full. Saba noticed bread 

turning into paste on his tongue, and looked away. ‘I just know, tonight, when I get home, 

I want to jerk off with her on my mind,’ he closed his eyes. ‘Doggie, of course.’  
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‘That’s very imaginative,’ Maral was finally done with the sausage sandwich. ‘I 

noticed she actually has nice boobs. I wish I had big boobs like that instead of these two 

hazel nuts.’ 

Saba felt hot, and not in a good way. She could feel her ears burning under her black 

scarf. She could hear herself shouting at her friends to shut up.  

‘So you’re like Saba. You’re obsessed with boobs and women.’ Farzad looked at 

Saba with hostile sarcasm in his eyes.   

‘Ugh. I don’t fancy that red-haired whore anyway!’ Maral made a noise as if she 

were vomiting. Saba was aware that from now on all her friends would call her love ‘the 

red-haired whore’. That’s how they nicknamed The Dog and some of their smelly 

classmates too, including Onion Head and Camel Tooth. That was how Maral and Ali 

expressed their creativity. Saba felt she really wanted to throw up her French fries and 

orange juice. 

‘Actually, we should ask Saba,’ Ali addressed her. ‘Do you find her sexi?’ 

‘I think she’s a good teacher,’ Saba managed to say. The fries hurting her throat. 

‘Don’t be so boring,’ Ali moaned. ‘Would you… fuck her? And apparently she 

knows your first name…’  

Saba had fantasised about fucking her since the moment she first saw her two weeks 

ago. But somehow the word fucking had never occurred to her in relation to her red-haired 

dream. If by ‘fucking’ they meant penetration, she had envisioned thrusting her love-sick 

fingers inside Tara so many times that sometimes she thought she had already done it. And 

inside Saba’s head, it was always Tara, not Dr Ahmadi, not Ahmadi, not the ‘red-haired 

whore’ and nothing else. Tara, four letters, forever rhyming with Saba. And her friends 

were waiting for her answer, all gazing at her like a bunch of hungry jackals.  
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Saba looked at the screen of her mobile. ‘We should get going. Our next class starts 

in half an hour.’ She knew they had all the time in the world to torture her.  

‘She’s being evasive,’ Maral said. ‘Nobody’s going anywhere until you reply.’ 

Saba laughed nervously at the absurdity of it all. ‘Well…’ 

‘Well?’ they wouldn’t even let her confess.  

‘She’s very attractive,’ and the words poured from her mouth before she could taste 

them, yet she managed not to use the tasteless and aggressive English word her friends 

were fond of using, ‘sexi’. Saba found it difficult to stop once she allowed herself to talk 

about Tara, ‘of course she is beautiful, especially when she’s showing her Rodin slides 

and gets more and more passionate with every piece she teaches.’ 

‘Oh la la,’ Maral exclaimed joyfully. ‘You have a kerush on her!’ ‘Another popular 

English word Saba could never bring herself to use. Especially when Hafez had already 

expressed these feelings in her mother tongue thousands of years ago: ‘I am intoxicated on 

the wine of love’. 

‘But honestly she looks esteraight,’ Farzad said. ‘She probably has a gorilla as her 

husband.’  

Saba didn’t argue about the fact that she was not wearing a wedding ring, and the 

way she’d smiled at her in the morning. Her smiles didn’t look so esteraight to her.  

                                                                             

Two weeks later, in the secret garden, Farzad confessed in front of the whole group that he 

was in love with Saba.  

‘I know you claim to be lez or something to look more artsy and unique, but I don’t 

care. I want you,’ he stated. ‘There, I said it.’ He pronounced the word ‘artsy’ as though it 

had been a nasty insult. And it was.  
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To Saba his confession felt like an attack. She threw her cigarette on the bumpy 

ground and kept stamping on it with her black Converse, staring at it, seeking refuge in the 

corpse of her cigarette.  

Maral replied faster than her. ‘Aw! Farzad! I wish I could hold you now.’  

‘Please, don’t. I don’t want us all to get expelled for a hug. This is a hidden place, 

but still.’ Ali said in his usual I’m-two-years-older-so-I-know-better tone of voice.  

Sahar was looking at Saba. Saba looked back at her. Then she looked at Farzad. 

‘Thanks, my dear.’ 

‘Is that all?’ Farzad asked. And Saba caught Maral looking at her impatiently.  

‘Well, at the moment… I prefer to focus on my studies.’ Saba knew she sounded 

fake.  

Farzad kept staring at her, ‘I didn’t ask you to marry me, the least you can do is kiss 

me now.’  

‘Kiss him, yes!’ Maral exclaimed.  

Saba wanted to run away. She wanted to shelter in Dr. Ahmadi’s sunny office, 

whose walls were adorned with the post cards of beautifully carved sculptures. None of 

them naked, of course. Saba always imagined Tara’s house was brimming with naked 

sculptures. She’d seen it in her dreams. And she had a plan to get there, to be invited to her 

place. To touch her in her house.  

Farzad, Maral, and Ali were staring at her, waiting for her kiss or rejection. Saba 

was speechless.  

Sahar rescued her. ‘You people are out of your mind. Saba, please don’t kiss him, 

that’d be extremely risky and we might all end up getting expelled, or worse.’  

‘She has a point.’ Ali agreed. 
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‘So maybe, we can go somewhere else?’ Farzad grabbed her hand so tight her 

fingers hurt. 

Saba slowly released her hand. ‘Farzad, I’m sorry. I like you as a friend. I don’t have 

feelings for you. But thanks.’ And turned to Sahar for no conscious reason.  

 ‘You were right. She’s a fucking narcissist!’ Farzad addressed Maral.  

Maral defended herself. ‘I never really said . . .’  

‘Stop. You don’t need to explain.’ Saba suddenly found it all so vulgar. She left the 

garden, and to her utter surprise and joy, she realised Sahar had joined her. Sahar chose 

her.  

‘We need to quit smoking,’ she told Sahar. Sahar agreed.  

 

Three days later, when Saba was sitting on a bench in the university’s yard, awaiting and 

yearning for Dr Ahmadi’s class, Ali emerged in front of her and asked her to apologise to 

Farzad and Maral, so they could all hang out as a ‘sexi’ friendship group. 

Saba did not know what exactly she had to apologise for. Therefore, she did not.  

She then saw Farzad and Maral entering the class, completely ignoring her. She felt 

perfectly secure and liked it. She did not mind letting go of their ‘sexi friendship group’ 

and being ignored by them for the rest of her life. She had Sahar by her side. And Tara had 

just asked the whole class to learn to look at an artefact like Saba did. She felt the whole 

class was jealous of her and the whole world was hers. And yet, she wanted more.  

After that victorious class, Saba stopped studying her text books. Instead she painted 

seas and oceans. Red seas and green oceans. Naked trees making love to each other. She 

even painted the ultimate cliché: black scarves around pale faces, a much-loved cliché that 

she knew someday would win her an expensive award in the West. She imagined Dr Tara 
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Ahmadi naked and painted her. Saba considered it her strongest and most sensuous piece, 

so hid it away in her closet, afraid someone might steal it.  

 

During the fourth week of the autumn term, after exchanging a few long glances with Dr 

Ahmadi, the universe seemed to align with them. They bumped into each other in the 

corridor when neither of them were surrounded by others; just like in her nightmarish 

dream. Saba stepped closer and closer to Dr Ahmadi. ‘Hello!’ she murmured, then stopped 

for her to stop too. Tara responded to her joyous hello with a celebratory smile and uttered 

her name excitedly as if Saba was a long-lost relative of hers. ‘How are you?’ she asked. 

‘Thank you! I’ve been painting a lot because of your class. It’s the best class.’ Dr Ahmadi 

held her gaze and gave the response Saba was aiming for. ‘I’d love to see those paintings!’ 

‘I would love to show them to you!’ Saba exclaimed, not caring about her stupid 

blushing face anymore.  

‘Can you bring them to me on Saturday at 12?’ 

Saba had her Persian literature class which she also quite liked but said. ‘Of course! 

I’ll bring as many as I can!’ 

 

Saturday was three days away, hence Saba had Thursday and Friday off the university in 

order to practice perfection. She stayed awake that night choosing three paintings for 

Tara’s eyes; she didn’t want to take too many as she was planning to ask for more office 

sessions. All the three paintings she chose had cubist backgrounds with subtle portraits of 

sombre-looking people. 

Saba lied to Sahar about why she had to skip her literature class. Headache. Home. 

When Sahar was in the literature class, Saba sneaked in Dr. Ahmadi’s office, her heart 

thumping hard.  
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Saba knocked on the office door with her trembling left hand, her right hand 

gripping her paintings. Dr Ahmadi murmered, ‘Come in.’ Saba stepped in and found Dr. 

Ahmadi sitting on the chair behind her writing desk, her MacBook open in front of her, a 

stanchion between her and Saba. Saba opened her mouth to say hello, but she couldn’t say 

anything, she felt muted by the heaviness of her emotions towards Dr. Ahmadi. Dr 

Ahmadi stared at her and smiled, ‘Sit down. You look tired.’  

Saba sat on the chair near her desk, on the verge of apologising for her tired face. Dr. 

Ahmadi said, ‘give me your paintings!’ Saba handed them to her over the desk. Dr Ahmadi 

looked at each one of them for so long that Saba almost got bored. Staring at Saba’s paintings 

closely and from afar replaced her smile with a serious frown. She then touched the dried 

surface of the paintings, whispering, ‘nice acrylic’. Saba controlled herself so as not to lick 

the fingers that were caressing her paintings. Instead she exclaimed ‘yes!’ in order to grab her 

attention. It worked, Dr. Ahmadi put the paintings aside, saying, ‘Well done!’ Staring at Saba 

with loving eyes. Saba gazed back and smiled with her whole being. ‘Do you like them?’ 

‘Of course!’ Dr. Ahmadi exclaimed. Saba wanted to hold her and kiss her hands.  

 

A month before the end of the term, Saba had already gained Dr Ahmadi’s mobile number 

– their secret undisclosed even to Sahar. Saba texted Tara at least once every two weeks, 

asking for private meetings in her office under the pretext of showing her new paintings. 

Tara said Saba could never create anything ugly or weak. Anything she created had the 

glow of gorgeousness, ‘the mastery and the beauty of the Old Masters combined with the 

chaos of the new, you have both technique and imagination.’  

 Saba hadn’t told anyone about her sweet extra office hours with Dr Ahmadi. Instead 

she played them over in her head again and again, each time finding more magic. Tara’s 

admiration and compliments were turning into the definition of the university for her; the 
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definition of life. They were honey, chocolate, and food. They felt better than strawberry 

ice cream in summer and carrot cake and cinnamon tea in winter. They were like spring 

showers, drowning Saba whilst making her fall more and more for spring. And they were 

always divine, even when they came at the expense of other people being disparaged.  

‘Saba, I’m sorry to say this, but sometimes I really get frustrated with your 

classmates. I know you’re friends with some of them. They absolutely show no interest in 

the subject or have any background knowledge. I wonder how they got accepted in the 

first place. I mean this is a prestigious university and you know how difficult the entrance 

exam is.’ 

Saba wanted to respond by saying she adored how unprofessional she was being. 

Instead she said, ‘By doing well in Arabic, English, and Theology. How else do you 

think?’  

‘Oh right!’ Dr Ahmadi gazed at Saba more intensely and laughed along. As if Saba’s 

point was terribly witty.  

‘And just for the record, I’m not friends with them,’ Saba said.  

‘Well, I’m not surprised,’ Dr. Ahmadi said. ‘You’re different. Although this other 

boy who sits at the back of the class is quite a talent, too.’ 

Saba suddenly felt out of breath and remained quiet for a bit, then added calmly, 

‘Yes, only if he wasn’t so obsessed with Kandinsky and could widen his view. And 

themes.’  

‘Oh, I didn’t notice that. Is he?’  

‘Well, you haven’t seen as many of his works as I have. He has a point, but he 

repeats himself so much, and this is just my opinion…’ Saba made a pause to make her 

sabotage point sound more effective, ‘but his paintings are starting to look more and more 
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like nice copies of Kandinsky’s late works… I’m sorry, but I’m allergic to copies… 

maybe I’m too old-fashioned. Maybe I should just accept that originality is dead.’  

‘Well, it isn’t and you’re not old-fashioned,’ but Dr Ahmadi seemed pensive. ‘I’m 

not familiar with these students and their works as much as you are. Also, I get the feeling 

most of them don’t like me. I wonder why.’  

‘Oh, I’m sure it’s not that,’ Saba said. ‘They’re just intimidated by you.’  

‘But why? I try to be nice.’ 

‘You are perfectly nice,’ Saba could not keep looking directly into her eyes. ‘It’s 

because you’re young and beautiful.’ 

Tara laughed. ‘I’m neither of those things.’ Her shrill laughter, ringing in Saba’s 

ears – the most beautiful piece of music Saba had ever absorbed.  

Saba had become aware that Dr Tara Ahmadi was just pushing her to see how far 

she’d go, and Saba was willing to show her that she was willing to slaughter all the 

boundaries. ‘You know you are. Especially when you talk about Rodin, and your voice 

becomes as colourful as Farshchian’s miniatures.’  

This time, Dr Ahmadi didn’t laugh, only stared at Saba, looking as expressionless as 

some of the sculptures on her wall. And Saba looked away, as she did not find the power 

to hold her gaze. She felt powerless and insane, suddenly surprised by the intensity of her 

own words and the whole scenario, and yet relished it too much to be able to stop. Saba 

had noticed with hurt pride that Tara Ahmadi seldom mentioned Iranian or Eastern artists 

in her class. Perhaps Farshchian’s miniatures were too tacky and common for her taste. 

But Saba knew part of the reason she had fallen for Tara was her resemblance to 

Farshchian’s mesmerising women. 
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In order to kill the heavy silence, Saba asked Dr Ahmadi to show her her paintings, 

‘I’m sure they’d be massively inspirational to me.’ This time she managed to stare directly 

into her eyes.  

‘You’re too kind,’ Tara smiled at her. ‘But I don’t paint.’ 

Saba was shocked. ‘Why?’ 

‘I’m not talented, like you.’ Tara was piercing Saba with her green gaze. ‘I’m a 

critic, not an artist.’  

Saba was in shock, and so much in love.  

‘I’m happy with my life, don’t worry, sweetheart,’ Tara said as someone knocked on 

her door. The Dr looked at her watch. ‘Sorry, I need to meet another student. See you in 

class soon!’ she winked at Saba.  

The other student barged in. Saba’s saliva turned bitter with irrational hatred of the 

student who had dared to interrupt their sacred session. But she consoled herself with the 

fact while the other student was ugly, she had been called sweetheart and winked at. 

 

Saba had lost count of these meetings, the last one she recalled was number five. She was 

aiming to invite Tara Ahmadi to her house in the seventh session, when the university was 

closing, before and during the Persian New Year in the beginning of spring. She was 

trying to count again in the corridor, clutching her victorious canvases when she bumped 

into Farzad. 

‘Look who’s here!’ Farzad blocked her way. 

‘Move.’ Saba murmured.  

‘Where were you? So many paintings! You’re probably the most prolific student in 

the history of the university!’ Farzad said, and as usual Saba wasn’t certain whether it was 

a compliment or an insult. Therefore, she tried to go with the former, ‘and possibly the 
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most talented!’ How easy it was to believe in herself when Dr Tara Ahmadi believed in 

her.  

‘I bet you’ve painted them to impress that red-haired whore!’ Farzad blurted.  

Saba felt so furious her heart raced, ‘Get out of my way, loser!’ 

‘Do you think no one has noticed your secret rendezvous? And the way you two flirt 

with each other in class in front of everyone? So shameless and unsubtle. Why don’t you 

two get a room and put yourselves and everyone else at rest?’  

‘Fuck off!’ Saba roared, trembling. She felt like assaulting Farzad with her canvases.  

‘So, if you’re still trying so hard to seduce her in the university, that means you 

haven’t gotten into her pants yet?’  

Saba pushed Farzad away. ‘Stay away from me. Or I’ll tell the authorities you’ve 

been harassing me.’  

‘Are you threatening me?’  

Saba could smell the cheap marijuana on his breath.  

‘No. I’m not that low. I’m just telling the truth.’  

At that very minute, a man with a massive beard and beads in his hands crept near 

them, then stood in front of them.  

‘What are you guys doing?’ he hissed. Saba knew he was a Dog, responsible for the 

chastity of the students.  

‘Nothing.’ Saba murmured, not daring to look at the man.  

‘I have something to report,’ Farzad declared. ‘I’ve seen this student in a very 

inappropriate situation with one of our lecturers. And as a true Muslim and a decent 

student, I feel obliged to tell you, so you can end this disgrace. She’s been insisting that I 

should not tell you.’  
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It seemed obvious to Saba that Farzad sounded spiteful and stupid, even to a chastity 

dog. Besides, Farzad had no evidence. He was only putting himself in trouble.  

‘Tell me more.’ The bearded man addressed Farzad while throwing a brief side-

glance at Saba. Saba realised her scarf was in the middle of her head, exposing all her 

purple-dyed hair. And she knew her purple lip gloss was shining like a burning star, she’d 

spent so much time and thought, specifically picking it for her meeting with Dr Ahmadi. 

‘Who is he? Tell me the name of the lecturer.’  

‘But of course he’s lying!’ Saba was sure this was all a nightmare. 

‘The most disgraceful part is that… I’m afraid, that lecturer is a lady.’  

Saba saw something exploding in the eyes of the bearded man like thunderclouds, 

from under his bushy eye brows. She felt sick with fear.  

‘Follow me,’ he commanded. ‘Both of you.’  

Saba looked at Farzad desperately, but he avoided her eyes. Saba could feel now that 

he was determined to ruin her, and not just her. And she wanted to stop it, but did not 

know how.  

 

At home she tried her best not to tell her mother that she’d missed her second class, due to 

being interrogated by The Dogs in a stall in the depth of the university. She did not want 

to tell her mother that she was on the verge of expulsion, that she’d lost to a loser like 

Farzad. That she was going to lose everything she’d worked so hard for. Everything her 

mother was proud of.  

‘Are you alright, darling?’ Her mother asked her. ‘Your face looks pale.’ 

‘My face is always pale!’ Saba tried to chuckle. But the lump in her throat didn’t 

allow it. The stench of the stall was still in her nostrils. 
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‘You know you can tell me anything,’ her mother reassured her. Saba knew this, but 

did not want to drag her down to her vulgar misery.  

‘I’m in trouble at uni,’ she wept uncontrollably.  

Her brother stepped in the living room from outside. ‘What the hell has she done 

now?’ he was sixteen, with a history of antagonising Saba since childhood.  

‘Go to your room,’ her mother ordered him quietly.  

‘He’s right. I’m a loser.’  

‘It’s okay, darling. Whatever it is, we’ll find a way to sort it out. Just tell me what it 

is.’ Her mother embraced her. 

Saba told her everything she could tell her. She told her nothing about her feelings 

for Dr Ahmadi. Only that she understood her art and regularly saw her outside of the 

classroom to give her more feedback, because she was a responsible tutor who believed in 

her. She recounted Farzad’s harsh romantic confession and his lies to The Dog. She told 

her mother about missing her second class – Human Figure 1 – due to being interrogated 

in a stall by a bearded Dog and a Dog in a chador. She said she was not upset, only 

furious. And she wept angrily, until she could not weep. She also confided she was 

worried about ‘the kindly lecturer’.  

‘We can’t worry about her. We should focus on your situation,’ her mother stated. ‘I 

shall talk to Simin. Don’t tell anything to your dad yet.’ Saba didn’t say that she had 

forgotten about the existence of her taciturn workaholic father a long time ago.  

Simin; her mother’s ancient friend who was the head of another department at their 

university was Saba’s only hope.  

‘I feel I’m in a nightmare. Why is this happening to me?’ Saba asked her mother, 

expecting an answer. 
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‘I’ll call Simin right now. Just don’t worry,’ her mother brought her a glass of water 

and picked up the phone.  

 

After a week of locking herself in her tiny room, splashing colours on her canvases, Saba 

was informed that she could return to the university as before. Simin pulled some strings 

so Saba wasn’t expelled, but she made an oath to the chief of the Dogs and was asked to 

keep a low profile. She could not wait to graduate. 

Dr Ahmadi wasn’t seen at the university anymore. They replaced her with a bearded 

man whose major was Islamic architecture. Nobody heard her energetic laugh resonating 

in the corridors and her smiles brightening up the class. Or her red locks streaming down 

her pale face like blood. There was no trace of her passionate words on Rodin, or her 

annoying favouritism towards Saba. Without her favourite lecturer, university was absurd. 

     Yet Saba did not stop calling or texting her. Tara Ahmadi was the only person to 

whom Saba sent a Happy New Year message as soon as it was announced. Saba went 

through all the new year socialising rituals without actually seeing or feeling anything. She 

helped her parents make a beautiful haft sin by putting all the main ingredients in elegant 

blue saucers, on the table in their living room: sumac, vinegar, two polished red apples and 

even a gold fish, and a volume of Hafez. The guests admired their haft sin. Saba received 

money and presents from her aunts and uncles, smiled and kissed them, embraced their 

offspring and grandchildren, feigned joy in family photos, sucked on salty and sour 

pistachios, but could not feel anything but the burning absence of Tara Ahmadi. The gold 

fish died, and she did not cry – unlike the previous times. Saba turned twenty and did not 

stop texting Tara. You have every right to be angry at me, but please just let me know if 

you’re O.K… She told her mother about her guilty conscience. But nothing about her 

failed feelings and missed calls. Her sweetest dreams began to revolve around the 
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destruction of Farzad, rather than licking Tara’s slender fingers. But then again she 

realised retribution wasn’t necessary, as Farzad was already destroying himself with pot.  

 

Saba and Sahar were friends with Maral and Ali again. The only thing they had in 

common was their abject animosity towards Farzad. After his accusations against Saba, 

he’d called Maral a ‘stinky whore’ in another altercation. Now he was their favourite joke, 

and favourite object of hatred. And he was missing almost all the classes.  

Saba’s whole body shivered every time Farzad was nearby, even though he’d never 

look at her or approach her. Her body would shake so violently she needed to immediately 

sit on a bench and close her eyes and imagine stabbing an empty canvas to be able to cool 

down. Her mother warned her that hatred was more damaging to herself than to Farzad. 

But Saba couldn’t help it.  

 

One day, towards the end of spring, when the weather was becoming summery and 

sweltering, Dr Ahmadi finally replied to one of her numerous apologetic text messages, 

saying briefly she’d like to meet her in a café somewhere distant from the university. Saba 

was ecstatic. She wanted to finally confess her feelings. She wanted to tell her how she’d 

loved her – not just as a lecturer, but a lover. She knew they would finally get together. 

That was the only reality.  

They were supposed to meet on a Monday at four in the afternoon.  

The café was far from her house, deep inside a greasy shopping mall in South 

Tehran. Saba paid for a cab, as she did not want to smell like buses and taxis when seeing 

her love after causing her to lose her job three long months before. At first, she wore the 

reddest scarf she had, then changed it for a black one. Her make-up was minimal, and she 

showered herself with her mother’s Versace perfume. She wore a tight manteau and tried 
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to feel like a conqueror. A café was even better than her stifling office at their stifling 

university. She took three of the best paintings she’d painted during those lost months to 

show them to Dr Ahmadi and decided if she admired them, Saba would say that they were 

painted for her. That they were hers. Like herself.  

The café was a cage reeking of cigarette smoke. Dr Ahmadi was wearing a loose 

yellow shawl around her head, her red locks looking exactly like blood in contrast with the 

yellow. She was wearing a loose black manteau hiding her breasts. The café was hot, and 

she looked cold.  

‘Thanks for agreeing to meet me. I understand your anger at me. But I’d do anything 

to make it up to you.’ Saba was hoping her ‘anything’ desire would be something sexual.  

‘I’m not angry at you,’ she said coldly and smiled coldly, ‘I’m angry at the system, 

and at myself.’ 

‘Why at yourself?’ Saba exclaimed.  

‘For taking a student so seriously,’ Tara stared into Saba’s eyes. And Saba realised 

why her friends used to say her gaze was ‘creepy’.  

Saba clasped her paintings on her lap under the table, as she suddenly concluded this 

was the real nightmare. This was the real damage Farzad had done – this was far worse 

than being interrogated and insulted by the Dogs in the stall.  

‘You’re still a child. You all are,’ Tara was not going to stop, ‘My mistake was that I 

thought you were any different from the rest of the students. Now I don’t even remember 

why I thought that.’ Saba noticed the myriad wrinkles around her eyes for the first time, 

and was ready to be shot down by her. Dr Ahmadi’s bullets were relentless now. ‘Was it 

your looks? Your all-consuming paintings? Or the fact that you actually expressed interest 

in your major – unlike most of your peers,’ Dr Ahmadi made a pause and Saba thought 

she’d finally shot her load, until she looked directly at Saba for the first time that evening 
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and fired point blank, ‘or the fact that you started manipulating me since the moment you 

saw me?’ Tara raised her trembling voice. ‘What did you want from me?’ she paused to 

angrily unzip her black bag, Saba expecting her to take out a gun, instead she grabbed a 

Winston cigarette. Upon inhaling the smoke deeply, she lowered her voice, ‘You were 

going to get the best grade anyway, you were already the top student, weren’t you?’ Saba 

was amazed at the fact that it never occurred to her that her miniature love was a smoker. 

And her smoking figure was the most torturously beautiful thing Saba had ever seen.  

Saba knew Tara knew what she wanted and it wasn’t a fucking grade. Dr Ahmadi 

had played along, too. Dr Ahmadi had approached her, too and had encouraged being 

approached by Saba. Dr Ahmadi had flirted back, had even initiated flirting herself. Just 

because she paid a higher price, didn’t mean she could blame Saba for everything. And 

Saba found this new game pretty violent. It seemed to Saba that Tara was just thirsty for a 

forbidden confession so she could weaponise that too. Saba suddenly realised that Tara 

even considered art a powerful weapon and nothing else. She rarely praised originality and 

technique as much as the power of a piece. She was always looking for the ‘power’ of a 

movement. ‘Wherein lies the power of Dadaism?’ Saba could now hear her again and see 

her clearly for the first time, writhing in sharp artworks, horny for power. She should’ve 

studied politics or international relations, or anything else but art, Saba thought, art is as 

much about vulnerability as it is about power. And the distinction isn’t even clear. Instead 

of saying all this to her, Saba managed only to mumble ‘I’m sorry.’ whilst staring down at 

the crooked metal ashtray on their tiny table.  

Two other women were sitting at the nearest table to them, gossiping loudly about 

their mothers in law. Saba overheard one saying she had given up and was only praying to 

God for the removal of her mother-in-law from the face of the earth. At that moment, Saba 
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would be happy to swap her place with any of them, even with their cursed mothers in 

law, even with the non-existent God.  

‘You have no idea how sorry I am,’ she repeated herself.   

‘Don’t be.’ Tara said, smashing her third cigarette in the nasty ashtray, ‘It wasn’t 

really your fault.’  

‘It wasn’t yours, either.’ Saba managed to say, inhaling the remains of Tara’s strong 

smoke. 

‘It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m pleased you weren’t expelled. I mean if you look at it 

closely, we were lucky we weren’t flogged. You know, your connection was a powerful 

one.’  

‘Yes, of course.’ Saba let tears fill her eyes. She was tired of fighting them.  

‘Actually, I’m so happy these days,’ Dr Ahmadi was staring at the space behind 

Saba.  

‘Oh, why is that?’ 

‘Our application finally got accepted after almost five years. We’re moving to 

Canada in a month.’  

‘We?’ 

‘Me and my husband. I mean I’m not even sorry I lost that exhausting job.’ 

Saba dried her tears. She could not wait to end this torment. She stood up. ‘Can I 

leave now?’  

‘Of course. Can I just ask you to do me a favour?’ 

‘Anything.’ Suddenly she was willing to do ‘anything’ for Dr Ahmadi again.  

‘Can you stop bothering me, please? I have no interest in seeing you or hearing from 

you ever again. Good luck with painting, though. I still believe you’re a real artist!’  
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Saba turned her back and left the café, grasping her paintings so hard they hurt her 

hands.  
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 Shiraz Rains 

 

Before going to the university in Shiraz, I knew no other gay men apart from myself. Living 

in Shiraz altered my life for good despite the fact that I was homesick for my hometown, the 

Caspian Sea, and the rain.  

To my family’s pleasure I had been accepted to study software engineering in the high-

ranking University of Shiraz. At that time, I also wanted to get married, like my cousins. 

Everyone was trying to set me up with girls so that even I thought I wanted a girlfriend.  

The first semester, every time I saw any slightly handsome and friendly boy, I felt close 

to him. Since my puberty, I’d always been horny, praying to God to grant me a good wife to 

appease my hormones.  

One day, feeling lonelier than usual, I sat in the university’s eatery; a gentleman came 

in, a black Samsonite case in his hands. He was tall and had long hair, like me. At that time 

this was a trend set by The Backstreet Boys. But he was not like any other man I had ever 

seen before. I couldn’t stop staring at him, thinking, this is how an engineer must look, 

handsome.   

On this winter day, as soon as I left the university, it rained. And I felt so in love with 

the rain that I took off my coat to completely absorb each drop. I became a drowned rat.  

I was on my way to my dormitory which was on a hill. The dorm was from the Pahlavi 

Era, and was supposed to resemble the Shah’s crown. I needed to get the bus in order to get 

there.  I was standing there, drenched, ecstatic, waiting for the bus, when I realised someone 

was approaching me. It was the handsome guy I had seen in the canteen only a few minutes 

ago. He said, ‘why are you standing in the rain like this? You’ll catch a cold.’  

‘I’m from the north, and I miss home.’ I said.  
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In three years, rain would become the symbol of our love, like that song by Siavash 

Ghomeishi, his favourite singer, ‘I love the rain as it reminds me of you’ 

On that bus, we sat next to each other and I was trembling. I felt warm when he told me 

his name, Hasan.  

‘The name of our second Imam!’ I said, giggling, heat coursing through my shivering 

body for inexplicable reasons.  

He shrugged, ‘yes,’ his playful facial expression, suddenly solemn, ‘maybe that is why 

he is my favourite Imam of all the twelve.’ 

My smile stopped too. It had never occurred to me to actually have or pick a ‘favourite 

Imam’. It sounded like something my granny would say.  

         ‘Interesting,’ I thought, and said, ‘Where are you from?’ which changed our 

conversation into something light and casual. Upon finding out that we were in the same 

building, he said, ‘now that we live in the same place, you’ll have to come over for tea!’ I felt 

so excited I couldn’t reply properly, just laughed and blushed.  

I could never have imagined that one day I would be with him. He seemed like a 

traditional and religious man, very straight, and I was still hoping to fall for a girl. That night, 

still trembling on my duvet, I convinced myself that our encounter wasn’t anything serious 

just a chit-chat about our favourite Imams, we were just being friendly. It didn’t mean 

anything at all.  

 

The next day, after attending the university, I went out for a burger with my classmates, so I 

arrived in my room later in the evening. My flatmate informed me someone had been 

phoning our flat, looking for me every half an hour since morning. Whilst I was changing 

into my pyjamas, Hasan called again. This time, I answered, my heart thumping. Hasan was 
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asking me to go over to his. I found my cleanest shirt, slicked my hair back, showered myself 

with my flatmate’s cologne, and sauntered out of our room.  

His room was at the end of our building, and he had the whole space to himself. The 

room was rather spacious, with a small desk placed under one of the windows. The windows 

opened to the magnificent lights of Shiraz in the evening, twinkling, full of promise. I could 

not help but notice that there was only a slight distance between the two single beds.  

To my disappointment, there were other people in his room, sitting on the floor, his 

friends. I sat beside them, leaning on the metal frame of one of the beds, facing Hasan’s 

beauty. We had tea and talked. One of them was a poet. They were all Lor ethnicity and we 

talked only about poetry, she’er. Hasan had interesting opinions. Like our styles, our tastes in 

literature were opposite; he was into classical literature, Hafez and Saadi, but I was into 

Forough and Sohrab. I never thought I could even enjoy the company of someone who 

disregarded modern poetry, yet I found myself strangely aroused when Hasan opposed 

contemporary literature, and viewed only classical literature as true literature. This was only a 

glimmer of his personality. Later on, I realised that we were like fire and ice in every aspect 

of life. From food to dressing to dealing with family and friends.  

Unlike me, he seemed like a traditional man, from a very traditional family. Even 

though I also used to pray and Namaz, I looked like a total soosool, with my blue jeans and 

polished silver Nike trainers. Hasan always wore formal suits.  

Despite these fundamental differences, we were with each other night and day. In the 

classes, in the eatery, at the university, in the dormitory. We meticulously arranged to do 

everything with each other. Our tastes in music were also the opposite. I liked Western pop 

music, and he traditional Iranian music. We tried to merge our tastes. He became a bit 

modern, and I a bit traditional. The first time I arrived home since befriending Hasan, my 

sister remarked the change, ‘why have you become so ommol?!’  
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When we were at the dormitory, I was mostly in Hasan’s room. Every night we lay on 

the two beds, talking. On one of these nights, listening to pop music on Radio Farda, I told 

Hasan I liked a girl in our university; upon uttering these words, the electricity was suddenly 

cut off, and we lay in the dark, listening to each other breathing, the flow of our conversation 

interrupted. Hasan coughed, and I heard the fabric of his clothes against the sheet, the next 

thing I knew he was lying next to me, our bodies touching each other. The racing of my heart 

was uncontrollable. He told me I was too young to have a girlfriend, he reasoned that it was 

even early for him who was two years my senior. We talked about love in the dark until my 

mouth went dry. I was shamefully aroused. I realised I didn’t have any feelings for that girl 

and all I ever wanted was Hasan. I lay there, anxious that someone might walk in and 

discover us, and I was worried and aroused until the lights came back on.  

When they did, the radio filled the room with intolerably loud music. And I felt blinded 

by the lights. I jumped so he wouldn’t see my arousal. I glanced at his crotch and realised he 

was even more aroused than I. We both sat on the edge of the bed, and I swiftly kissed his 

cheekbones, saying, ‘thanks for listening to me.’  

This was the starting point of many nights of us sleeping in the same bed. Yet we still 

did not touch each other sexually. We’d just embrace, fully clothed. Sometimes he dropped 

his head on my shoulders. We didn’t care about people seeing us in the same bed. Sometimes 

when we were in my room, my flatmate would barge in, pretending he hadn’t seen us, 

immediately leaving upon finding me and Hasan on my bed.  

 

One day, Hasan told me he needed to travel to the Holy Mashhad as he had a Nazr of visiting 

the holy shrine of Imam Reza for being accepted in a Sarasari university. So, we travelled to 

Mashhad together. We travelled by train, changed at Tehran, sitting opposite each other with 

three other people in our carriage. We both pretended to look at the view through the 
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windows, but all I could see and feel was Hasan’s dark glances on my face. Sometimes I 

returned them, other times I was too afraid and flustered to do anything.  

After checking in our 3-star hotel, we went straight to our room to get rid of our 

rucksacks. I still remember our room number, 36. When I was changing out of the t-shirt I 

had worn on the train, and Hasan was on his way to take a shower, a white towel wrapped 

around his thin waist, our bare shoulders briefly touched, the spot burning with strange 

electricity.  

A few minutes later, when we were in the gilded holy shrine, engulfed by its enormity, 

I felt terribly guilty and I could tell Hasan was feeling the same. By this time, I was certain 

that he desired what I desired, but we just could not act upon our desires.  

Strolling in an empty alley on our way back to the hotel, my hand knocked against his 

and his fingers curled around mine, he squeezed and I squeezed back. My whole body 

warmed up as if I had been touching a heater in winter. And all I could think about was room 

36 and the terrifying and yet thrilling inevitability of what was about to happen between us.   

 In our cheap hotel, we tore off each other’s clothes, letting our underpants stay on, we 

madly kissed each other’s bodies until I finally dared to take his underpants off, and he mine, 

and we burst in each other’s burning mouths.  

The first words he said after he came were, ‘I hope God forgives us, there isn’t any sin 

left for us to do!’. But there was.  

After that night we slept beside each other naked, every night. Yet we wouldn’t 

penetrate each other as it was the ultimate sin.  

After returning to Shiraz, we requested to be in the same flat, and they accepted.  

 

The moment we moved in together, we had penetrative as well as oral sex every night and 

day. My whole existence was nothing but love for him. I didn’t think about anyone else. I had 
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a feeling that we would stay with each other for ever. I worried when he returned home late. I 

was jealous of all the other men who existed in the world, even our mutual friends. We 

fought. After our classes, I was just waiting for him to come home. He came home at night. 

My favourite thing to do was to pretend that I was asleep so he’d touch me more. The first six 

months we fought over the smallest matters. After six months we suddenly stopped fighting, 

and I let myself drown in our beautiful calm sea. 

 

But after two years, our sex dramatically decreased and I couldn’t feel his warmth anymore, I 

feared he was becoming cold.  

One night we fought and I accused him of seeing someone else. We broke every plate 

and lamp in sight, yet we were careful not to hit each other. Hasan pulled a piece of paper 

from his drawer and disappeared. I had no news from him until the day after. Next night 

when he arrived back at our flat he didn’t tell me where he had been. I was dying to know. I 

fumbled in his pockets and found the piece of paper. A love letter from a girl, called Zahra. 

Our majestic castle shattered. When I asked him whether or not he was exchanging love 

letters with his cousin, Zahra, he denied it, but after I waved the letter in his furious face, he 

confessed, saying he needed to get married to a woman eventually, because of his mother.  

‘I’ll be with you until I get married,’ he added, ‘but afterwards we shall separate.’ It 

was at that moment that I decided to break up with him. And I did. Except that he prevented 

that by crying and kissing me.  

I stayed, but my love turned into hate. I was just waiting to graduate in a few months 

and to leave Shiraz for good. I didn’t have sex with him anymore, despite his insistence.  

During my last week in Shiraz, not having sex with me was killing him, he was 

unstoppable; he even tried to seduce me in a friend’s place, but I wouldn’t accept it. On the 

day of my departure, he was constantly tearful, and when we reached the bus stop, he burst 
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into hysterical sobs. It was at that moment that I experienced emotional paralysis for the first 

time in my life. I felt nothing and said nothing and at the same time I was worried that if I 

opened my mouth even slightly, the universe would explode.  

 

Back in my parents’ house in Saari, I was anything but happy. In fact, I was aware that I was 

massively depressed. I took long walks on the beach every night, awaiting my ferociously 

gorgeous Caspian to evoke some life-giving feelings inside me. But the sea had never seemed 

so ruthless and hollow.  

Using the dial-up Internet, I searched, and realised there were many people like me. I 

stumbled upon a few blogs written by these people; they wrote about their emotions. These 

blogs became my therapy. I chatted with those familiar strangers. I realised what it meant to 

be gay, I found a definition. This new definition revived me to the point that I ended up 

attending the entrance exam to continue my studies and I got accepted to do my Master’s at 

the University of Tehran.  

 

In Tehran, I lived alone, and I was depressed, became bald. Day and night, I distracted myself 

with my studies and my blog, called Utopia, in which I posted my immature poems and my 

emotions and adventures with Hasan. In a strange way I released the fervour of my feelings 

into engineering and blogging. Until one day I received an invitation to his wedding.  

Upon receiving the ominous invitation, I sent him the link to my blog. He called me 

afterwards, telling me that he still loved me, that he’d told his wife I was just a close friend 

and kept my pictures. He proposed that I settle in Isfahan, and become his neighbour so he 

could be both married and in a relationship with me. His tears echoed through the dark tunnel 

between us all the way to my Nokia handset. A ray of light. I booked a ticket to fly to Isfahan 

in order to attend his wedding.   



 140 

 

When I arrived in Isfahan, instead of visiting its famous monuments like a normal tourist, I 

spent my free hour before the wedding masturbating madly to gay porn in the hope of not 

desiring him upon seeing him in his black groom attire. However, when I got to the wedding 

salon, the men’s section, one mutual glance from afar was enough to dump me back in those 

love-painted days in Shiraz. After that one painfully powerful glance, we both looked away, 

he shook hands with an older man, possibly his future wife’s father – not that it mattered, and 

I looked around, attempting to appreciate the beauty I was surrounded by; handsome men, all 

in dark suits, smiling, all looking alike, all looking like Hasan, yet very different from him. 

He stood out, not as the handsome groom, but as the love of my life, the only man I ever 

wanted.  

I was contemplating the easiest way to escape whilst eating the silent tears which were 

making my eyes hot and itchy, when one of the handsome men approached me. He looked 

even younger than me and Hasan, early twenties, with big beautiful teeth that made his smile 

even more stunning, he looked like Hasan when we were young in Shiraz and not yet 

wrinkled by life. He softly shook my hand, saying his name which immediately escaped my 

mind, but it wasn’t Hasan, and offered me alcohol, under his breath, bringing his mouth 

closer to mine; I could smell the alcohol on his youthful breath. I ended up drinking so much 

Aragh that I don’t remember anything else. By the end of the night, I found myself in a car, 

with a few people attempting to sober me up. To my relief, the alcohol angel was gone.  

The next day, in my painful hangover on the stuffy plane back to the greyness of 

Tehran, I decided to cut Hasan out of my life. For good.  
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Two years later, when I finished my Master’s and was working as a well-paid engineer in a 

company, Hasan came to Tehran for the book fair, and of course, he stayed with me. I was a 

serial dater.  

We went to the book fair, and purchased Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, following the 

recommendation of some of my blog commentators.  

When we returned to my flat, we threw the plastic bags of books to the floor, and 

Hasan threw himself on my double bed, moaning about the traffic. I sat on the brink of the 

bed, looking into his eyes, seeing his willingness and I was thrown back to six years ago. I 

found it unsettling that my feelings towards him had barely altered. He closed his eyes, his 

lips ready to be kissed. I could not resist and before we knew it, we were entangled. 

However, even though I was full of pleasure, I couldn’t block the mental image of his wife.  I 

also felt he was feeling guilty, I tried to take it slow, but he wanted to end it faster. I was 

trying to prolong the fellatio as much as possible. When it came to the intercourse I wanted it 

to last forever, taking it slow and steady, but he forced us to end it quicker by saying, ‘That’s 

enough, let’s finish!’ and we fucked till we both came. In an instant, he banged the door shut, 

and I felt as alone as ever, as if he had never been there.  
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                                                                       Acid 

                                               

                                                                                                                                                                                                          

A man is running after me through the treed alleys, near my parents’ house in Shiraz. There is 

a bottle of acid in his hands. I am running so swiftly I am almost flying. I had no idea I could 

run so fast. But the man is even faster, and he is closer to me now. Then, an explosion inside 

my body, and I wake up. My torso twitches, and I realise that I am in my dark room in 

London. I turn on the lights, blinding myself for a moment. Still, it’s better than being 

attacked by that man. It’s five in the morning. I know it must be around nine o’clock in Iran, 

therefore my mother must be awake. I call her. 

‘I read about the acid attacks on women with bad hejab,’ I tell her, trying to sound cool, 

like a reporter. But I am a terrible actor; my voice shivers.  

‘Honey, I know you’re worried now. They’re probably just rumours… and in Isfahan, 

not Shiraz.’  

‘They’re not rumours. The police have confirmed four of the cases,’ I say. ‘Mum, could 

you please wear a chador when you go out?’ 

My mother laughs. ‘I was actually grateful for the first time that you’re not here… their 

main focus is on the youth. They wouldn’t bother with an oldie like me.’ 

‘But you’re still stunning, and your hejab is awful.’  

‘What’s the point of you living abroad when all you do is read the Iranian news and 

obsess about it? How are your studies going? How’s your beautiful boyfriend?’  

 

When I fall asleep again, I dream of our house in Shiraz, with my father’s antiques adorning 

the living room, and my mother’s elegant bookshelves. There are numerous photographs of 

my sister and me in burnished wooden frames all over the walls as though we were dead. 
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Perhaps we are dead to them, since we only get to meet them three weeks a year, when we go 

back to Shiraz for our holidays. My sister flies all the way from Lyon, and I from London. 

Every time we gather, each of us has grown a year older. Last time I was there, I realised my 

father couldn’t go mountain climbing anymore. And my mother can only read with glasses 

now. 

Last week, my father turned sixty-nine. As soon as I saw his old face, all blurry on 

Skype, I decided not to say ‘Happy Birthday’, because I didn’t want to burst into tears in 

front of him. He was looking pleased. My mother had bought him a fancy watch, and he 

showed it to me, happy as a child with a new doll. I wanted to hold him. I wanted to hold him 

for good. Thank goodness, Skype cut off due to their slow Internet. And now Skype has 

completely vetoed Iran. We will have to find a new way to see them.  

My sister and I usually discuss what we will do when our parents are really old and in 

need of assistance. The thought of my parents, still so full of life, being old and frail one day 

pains me. Parents should never get old. 

 

As I brush my teeth, I try my best to think of beautiful things in my life – like James.  

         It is ten in the morning. I have decided to avoid the Internet for a day in order to study 

and do a news-detox. I realise with pleasure I have to prepare ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred 

Prufrock’, for our class.  

I take a shower, and then boil some milk to drink with honey. James calls me to 

confirm that we are meeting his friends tonight at a pub in Angel.  

I am quite anxious. Till now, I haven’t been capable of dating anyone long enough to 

meet their friends.  But I’ve been going out with James for four months now. And I have 

decided to go out with him and only him  for ‘the rest of my life’.  
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‘What if your friends don’t approve of me?’ I ask him, trying to put on my cool 

reporter’s voice. It seldom works, but I’ve decided not to give up hope and practice. I know 

one day I will succeed. One victorious day, my voice will be cold and steady, dripping with 

nonchalance, enabling me to wish my father a happy birthday on Skype or on another app 

that has not proscribed Iran. 

‘They will. They’re awesome, and you’re adorable,’ he informs me in his BBC accent. 

His voice has a certain kind of coldness that burns me.  

He has told me before that his friends are like his family – he doesn’t have much of a 

family. His father was a priest who seduced a nun, abandoning her when she fell pregnant 

with James in order not to lose his priesthood. James believes his father is a ‘bastard’, 

pronouncing the word so violently it almost sounds German. His intonation then is gloriously 

ruthless, almost lascivious.  

It is three in the afternoon and I’m lethargic having done some translation and 

transcribing work in exchange of some meagre pounds, so I decide to make tea. I put two 

spoons of loose black tea in the fiery red teapot, and break three sticks of cinnamon and a pod 

of cardamom. This is the way my father makes tea. My father despises teabags, considers 

them a ‘cancerous conspiracy’ by tasteless teabag corporations that have no humanity. My 

sister and I used to mock him for this when we still lived in Shiraz, but after years of being 

apart we have grown to feel as offended as he does by teabags.  

 

James is half an hour late, as usual. I don’t want to drink my tea without him, so I wolf down 

a blueberry muffin. Then I put on some mascara and sweet-tasting lip gloss. I don’t bother 

wearing clothes, as I know they’ll be taken off as soon as he arrives.  

He knocks on the door, and I feel my heart jump about my chest like a demented bird. I 

am already wet.  
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When I open the door, he barges in, drenched by the London weather, his golden locks 

plastered darkly to his scalp. We don’t talk, only kiss for I don’t know how long. Then I grab 

his hands and lead him to my bedroom, push him on my waiting bed.  

We stare into each other’s eyes and I bite his hard nipples. James moans and when I 

thrust his hard penis into my wet vagina, I forget about everything.  

It is this state of amnesia that I like most about sex – second to the orgasm of course. I 

forget about Isfahan, acid attacks, my parents’ age, the US-imposed sanction paralysing Iran, 

cheap translation work, how much I’ve missed my sister since the last time she came to 

London a few months ago. I even forget about the right way to make tea. I also forget about 

the Islamic State, and the fact that they are nearing Iran’s borders, sworn to Allah to behead 

each and every Shia on their way. I wonder if they’d feel calmer if we told them that many of 

us are avid atheists, not exactly Shias. Having sex also helps me forget that one of my Syrian 

friends told me she’s hoping the Sunni extremists or the American army would ‘save’ Syria 

by dethroning Asad. I remember my state of shock at these horrifying ways of being rescued, 

but I didn’t feel I had the right to say anything. Therefore, I just looked into her dark eyes, 

and told her how sorry I was that our government is supporting Bashar Al Asad. She’d told 

me before that Syrians hated Iranians because of that.  

Amidst our moans and groans, I hear the sound of ceramic shattering. I remember I left 

the teapot on the stove. My poor teapot! 

James is staring into my eyes with his slanted blue ones. ‘What is it?’  

‘It doesn’t matter,’ I keep riding him.  

After writhing on my black sheets, we lie immobile, both breathless. James checks his 

phone. ‘It’s half past five,’ he announces as though I’d asked the time.  

‘What time are we meeting your friends?’ 

‘Sixish.’  
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I reluctantly leave his body, and the bed. I know my hair and make-up are a mess and 

need fixing. James looks perfect and I feel a kind of sorrow that his beauty is untouched and 

untouchable. 

‘By the way, what happened to that Syrian friend of yours? When is she coming to 

London?’ James asks while I’m looking at my funny hair in the mirror. ‘What was her name 

again?’ 

‘Lubna,’ I say, and the ecstasy of our sex escapes me. ‘She’s not coming.’  

‘Oh, why?’ James asks. I get the impression he’s feeling rather pleased about this. One 

time, he confessed he was jealous of Lubna, when I made the mistake of telling him that 

Lubna and I had sex a few times. And it was ‘divine’.  

‘Her visa got rejected again.’ I try to console myself by adding, ‘but she’s safe. She’s 

settled down in Istanbul now.’  

I put on my black bra and knickers and have no idea what else to wear for this 

important occasion. ‘What should I wear?’  

‘You’d look good in anything,’ James tells me as he joins me in front of the mirror. We 

look at our reflection and smile. ‘Alex is going to be so jealous! He competes with me on the 

sly, and he’s single at the moment.’ James’s voice is excited – especially compared to his 

usual composed tone.  

‘Perhaps he’s chosen to be single. What’s wrong with that?’ I blurt out, regretting it the 

moment the words leave my big mouth. And yet I cannot stop, ‘I used to enjoy being 

single… from time to time. Relationships can feel suffocating at times.’  

James does not say anything. I sort of pity him. He is like a tender rose. I embrace him, 

aching to tell him I am miserably in love with him, but, like Prufrock, I am unable to confess 

my love.  
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‘What I’m trying to say is I might not be Alex’s type… he might not find me 

attractive.’ I am struggling to find the right English words.  

‘You’re unambiguously beautiful. And exotic! He’ll be very jealous!’ James smiles. I 

am happy about his happiness; I just hate it when people exoticise me as if I were a rare 

plant, not just another dysfunctional human.   

I put on a purple tank top with a black mini skirt. ‘What do you think?’  

‘Stunning,’ James puts his delicate hands around my shoulders. ‘Shall we go now?’ 

‘One moment… just let me emphasise my orgasm…’ Saying this, I add some blush on 

my cheeks.  

James smirks, but looks at his mobile.  

‘You look ready now…’ he almost begs.  

‘One moment, honey,’ I carefully put on a violet lip gloss. I decide not to wear any 

perfume; I want to preserve his scent on my skin.  

‘Do you always take so long to get ready?’ he asks. 

‘Oh my god, you’re killing me! Let’s go!’  

I look at him, expecting him still to be naked. Apparently, he put on his clothes whilst I 

was putting on make-up. I kill my desire for dramatising his beauty with make-up. Our last 

argument is still ringing in my ears, ‘Please don’t forget I’m a man!’ hence disarming me by 

his insurmountable logic.  

He is wearing a white and yellow striped shirt with black skinny jeans. I’m allergic to 

the colour but in yellow James looks like the sun. I look at his slim long legs and I am ready 

to fuck him again and again, never leaving the bed.  

‘Ah, don’t give me that look! They’re waiting for us!’ 

‘What look?’ I take my purse.  
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We take the Northern line and get off at Angel. ‘Is there anything you need to tell me?’ 

‘Well,’ James declares. ‘You know I love how opinionated you are and I do like your 

political arguments but…’  

I cannot imagine what he is about to tell me, and I’m used to being called ‘opinionated’ 

by my English acquaintances. I try to think of a Farsi equivalent for this strange word, but I 

cannot come up with anything. ‘As you know, Sara is a devout Muslim and Alex is a 

Christian white man – like me; could you please not discuss the oppressiveness of religion, 

racism, and sensitive subjects like that?’ 

 I wonder if that’s how I appear to him: jumping desperately onto every opportunity to 

‘discuss sensitive subjects’.  

‘Well, I won’t,’ I say. ‘Unless they ask my opinion on something.’ I keep reminding 

myself that I have to be careful not to hurt James, that he is a tender flower I love too much to 

harm, that he is more important to me than any political stance I might hold.  

‘Well, even if they pressed you – Alex might do that actually - perhaps don’t even say 

outright you’re an atheist.’  

‘What’s wrong with being an atheist?’ I exclaim.  

‘There’s nothing wrong with it. But, you do know I’m from a Catholic background? 

My friends are believers, especially Sara who just converted to Islam. She’s fun though. 

You’ll love her.’  

 

The pub looks like any other British pub: mahogany, sweltering, and noisy. I suppose I 

should be grateful that there’s no giant TV exploding with football and red-faced hooligans, 

and that it’s not a quiz night.  

I look around to spot his friends. He has so many friends, but tonight ‘only six’ of them 

are coming; his besties being Sara and Alex.  
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It is not difficult to recognise them, even though I have never met them before. The 

only white woman in a complete hijab is obviously Sara, sitting beside a stylish black 

woman. From James I know that this woman ‘used to be a handsome man, called Paul’. Now 

she is Kim.  

Kim greets us warmly. Alex pretends he hasn’t seen us, even though he is sitting right 

in front of us. Sarah is staring at her iPhone as if it were a rare species, and she a scientist.  

I sip my beer slowly, cautious not to get drunk and say something feminist, political, 

postcolonial, anti-religious, lustful, atheistic, and generally destructive to my lover’s friends. 

I try to be as well-behaved as possible, so I paste a smile onto my face. 

Kim is the only one who speaks to me. She asks what I’m doing in London. She says 

she’s also studied English literature, and compliments my English. She is my favourite. We 

bond over Prufrock. And she shows me a poem on her phone by her favourite poet that I 

haven’t heard of before: Danez Smith. I keep reading Kim’s favourite poem. It makes me 

tremble, I have never read a poem like that before. I was never taught this poem. Perhaps, I 

can muster the courage to ask our tutors to teach this instead of William Carlos Williams’ 

plums and wheels for the thirtieth time.  

I sip my beer, and stare at Kim. I confess to myself she is the most beautiful woman I 

have ever seen in my life. She has the large, piercing, dark brown eyes of Lubna. Like her, 

Kim’s also painted her lips neon red. I drink my beer and feel like I need something stronger. 

I wish I could stop staring at Kim.  

I know Lubna despises my guts, because I left something special in search of 

something less special. Kim catches my eyes, I look down and I am sure I am blushing. She 

politely smiles, then looks away.  

Then, I feel the glancing blow of a glance on me – Sara’s heavy gaze. She is 

scrutinising my cleavage, then the length of my mini skirt. I know my style isn’t justified for 
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her like that of a white woman. James has told her about my background and nationality. I 

know she knows that when a Muslim drinks alcohol, it’s not the same as a white person 

drinking alcohol. That when a Muslim is wearing revealing clothes, it’s much worse than a 

white woman in such garments. It has a meaning. It is an obnoxious statement.  

Her hejab resembles that of the so-called ‘sisters’ of the morality police in Iran. If she 

were living in Iran, she probably wouldn’t have to worry about being attacked by acid. The 

combination of her whiteness and chosen Islam would make her a national hero. I can 

imagine our authorities ejaculating on our national TV channels for this chaste woman who 

chose the right path herself – without coercion. In fact, she could get a well-paid government 

job, and freely reprimand women who dress even one tenth as terrifyingly as I am now. She 

would marry a bearded Hezbollah with plastic rosary beads in his large hairy hands. They 

would produce six children behaving exactly like them, only one of them would be a closeted 

homosexual, who would end up hanging themselves in the bathroom when the rest of their 

family were praying at the mosque.  

I smile at Sarah and curse myself for being so paranoid and judgmental. I tell myself 

that Sarah would probably face issues in Iran as she is Sunni. That Sarah has nothing to do 

with the morality police. She is a lovely friend of my love, and she likes me. James told me 

before that he’d shown my picture to Sarah and she said I was ‘super pretty’. Oh, thank god 

almighty.  

I start to feel rather silly for carrying on smiling at Sarah, when she obviously has no 

desire to speak to me. So I try my luck with Alex, but receive the same reaction from him. I 

ask Kim the name of her dog. I say it’s a charming name, even though I’m not sure if I heard 

it correctly. James touches my right thigh surreptitiously under the table and I feel alive. That 

is the whole point.  
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Three of the friends who were mostly talking to James leave. It is now only me, James, 

Kim, Sara, and Alex.  

James addresses Sara, ‘You’ve been staring at your phone the whole time!’  

Sara finally looks up and stares hard at him. ‘I’m mad at you.’ She slurps her orange 

juice and looks at me. I have accepted the pathetic fact that I am frightened of her.  

She is giving James a complex reason as to why she is angry with him. I’ve had too 

much beer to be able to concentrate – or care or understand my second language. I catch Alex 

staring at me and give him my useless smile that I’m getting sick of. I want to go home with 

James; just the two of us. I want to embrace him and confess my love. I don’t want to be 

Prufrock, I want to be Oscar Wilde; but not in front of Sara and Alex. 

          Kim is saying goodbye. I want to beg her not to leave. I won’t. She leaves. Part of me 

is praying that I will see her again. I catch Alex gazing at me again. Sarah is laughing 

hysterically at something James is telling her. Apparently, her problem with him has been 

sorted out. I try to make small talk with Alex. It turns into a long chat about music. But the 

moment I mention Oasis’ Slide Away acoustic version as one of my all-time favourite songs, 

Alex informs me that my knowledge of ‘British bands’ is making him feel ‘strange’ and 

nervously laughs. I shut up as I don’t know what to say, and don’t know why I feel insulted 

and don’t know why I want to go home on my own. He kills the awkward silence by asking 

me about my favourite Persian cuisine. I reply, ‘aubergine stew’ in order not to be a bitch. He 

says I have to cook for him some time. I inform him that I am a terrible chef. James narrows 

his beautiful eyes at Alex, as though in comic rage towards him. I almost chuckle. Sara 

laughs too. And she is suddenly giving me a sweet smile. I smile back, pathetically relieved. 

‘I’ve heard so many nice things about you,’ I tell her, my voice so shrill and 

sycophantic it hurts. And for a second I forget where I am physically. I am thrown back in 

one of those dark, cosy, smoked-up, cinnamon-scented cafés in the middle of Shiraz with my 
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own friends and we are laughing at nothing. And then Lubna enters the hostel in Istanbul. For 

the first two hours, we nonstop talk about Iran and Syria and Lubna says she can imagine 

why many Iranians hate Islam. I stare into her eyes, saying, I do not hate Islam; I dislike all 

religions, and all authorities. She takes my hand and next thing I know we are walking in 

Taksim square at seven in the evening, shopping, but not really. We are too broke and too 

horny. We go to an LC Waikiki and everything looks the same. Lubna tries on a cheap 

orange top and asks my opinion. We stare at each other for what feels like a century. Under 

Galata tower at midnight, she kisses me and I lick off all her red lipstick. I still recall its 

bittersweet taste, and Lubna’s strong grip on my body. When I think about this, my body still 

burns.  

When I am back to my reality in London, I shiver with a strange sense of nostalgia that 

I hope I will get used to someday. 

‘Same, hon!’ Sara smiles again. I feel awful for having presuppositions about her. 

James was right. Sara is a sweetheart, and like many young Iranians, I am suffering from 

what they call Islamophobia in the West. And it is not Sara’s fault that I am so fucked-up, in 

between the lives I cannot even live, just to miss and to mourn.  

‘It’s very interesting you’re from Iran,’ Sara declares.  

I keep smiling, but I don’t know what to say. I can’t see what’s ‘interesting’ about that. 

But she is not awaiting a response. She shoots, ‘I bet you can’t dress like this over there!’ her 

smile still wide and bright. For a moment, I hope I’ve heard her wrong, lost in my tragic 

nostalgia. And yet I am aware I have not. She glances at my décolletage again, then stares 

into my eyes and smiles again, her teeth sharp and large like a weapon. I feel tongue-tied. A 

second wave of shock captures me when I hear Alex and James laughing at her comment. 

And the third wave of shock sickens me as I hear myself snicker uncomfortably and saying, 
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‘No, I can’t.’ But after uttering ‘can’t’, I forget how to speak English. My body saves me; I 

need to vomit, so I manage to mumble an apology and rush off to the bathroom.  

Whilst puking, I realise I am tipsy. I urinate forcefully, hoping the urine will scald my 

thighs.  

Washing my mouth and hands, I look at my reflection in the mirror. I pull up my top to 

cover my cleavage. I look ill. I reapply my lip gloss, but its fruity taste makes me feel sicker. 

I leave my hands under the hot water for a few minutes. I’m hoping they have left. I want to 

go back to my place, with or without James. Now my only priority is escape - as it has always 

been. Also, I’m burning with a dangerous desire to get back at Sara. ‘Yes, you’re right. 

Thanks to the religion of peace and your country’s nonstop meddling, bullying, and 

manipulation, I can’t dress the way I please in my country.’ Now that I am recovering from 

my initial shock, I feel I am capable of fighting. I feel strong, like Lubna. However, I know if 

I succumb to that temptation, I will lose James.  

They have not left. They’re still there, but to my relief, Alex and Sara are blanking me 

again. I sit beside James, and try to feel good despite everything. His youthful face is glowing 

in the pub light. He is terribly pretty. I want to kiss his little mouth vigorously, but I don’t. I 

just put my hand on his thin thighs in his fine skinny jeans, like Lubna used to put hers on 

mine. Somebody leaves the door of the pub open and the London night air attacks us. I feel 

cold, so I put on my coat. James suddenly interrupts Sara and asks me anxiously, ‘Are you 

leaving?’  

‘Nope, just cold,’ I reassure him, suddenly wondering if Lubna will accept me again if I 

move to Istanbul.  

‘Good, because I’d like to spend the night with you, if you’re up for it.’ He gives me 

one of his shining smiles while narrowing his eyes. I am pleased that I did not play Sara’s 

vulgar game. 
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‘I’d love that,’ I admit, thinking that Lubna won’t accept me, because I, the fabulous 

idiot, have the habit of burning all my bridges.  

 

Alex and Sara leave at ten. I can’t believe they’re finally gone; this must be a dream. 

As soon as they leave, James and I embrace each other and make out in the pub. He 

disrupts our kisses by asking me, ‘Did you have fun?’  

‘Well…’ I try to lie, but I can’t. Instead I say, ‘I would bear anything for you.’ 

He laughs and kisses me some more. ‘You know what Sara told me when you went to 

the loo?’ 

I feel alarmed. ‘What?’ I am, after all, a godless slut. A heathen. A brown bitch with an 

alcoholic cleavage.  

‘She said you’re as beautiful as your photo,’ James snickers. ‘She said she was pleased 

your picture wasn’t photo shopped.’  

‘Oh, how sweet of her!’ I suppose I should be laughing at her ‘witty and funny’ 

comment too, but I can’t. And I won’t. In fact, I’m about to ask why it’s any concern of hers 

how I ‘really’ look. After all, I’m not sleeping with her. With the help of my meagre self-

control, I manage not to say this to James.  

‘I told you she’s sweet!’ James says. ‘But you weren’t really in the mood for socialising 

tonight, were you?’ 

‘I wasn’t?’ 

‘You talked quite a bit with Alex and Kim, though.’  

I don’t know what to say. I’m sipping from my third pint of London Pride, thinking 

pride is something I haven’t felt in ages, and London is something I constantly feel: it is cold. 

I am inebriated and do not feel like talking about trivial matters. And yet, how torturously 

and tragically I want James. Even though I have him, I feel it’s inadequate and dissatisfying. 
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Our love feels incomplete, fragile, and cold - even wrong at times. It is good, but it is not 

what I could have had with Lubna. Even though James is prettier than Lubna, he doesn’t have 

that. By that, I don’t mean a vagina. However, I do not know what I mean. Or perhaps, it is 

just impossible to say what I mean.  

 

We are walking to his flat in King’s Cross. The air is crisp. We are both intoxicated. We hold 

on to each other so as not to fall down. We don’t talk while walking.  

So, I finally met his friends. But he will never see mine, even though I have informed 

them of James’s significant existence. My mind flies to my friends in Shiraz. I think of our 

gatherings. I think of how we poured homemade wine on each other’s chests and licked it 

under the pretext of playing ‘Truth or Dare’. The truth is there was no truth; it was only dare.  

 I am shuddering. I am in love with London, but I suddenly feel like leaving it. And yet, 

I dread the idea of living in Iran again, despite the fact that I know I will never find 

somewhere as beautiful as Shiraz in spring. My sister keeps telling me ‘Faranseh is so you’ 

and calls England ‘the arrogant colony of Amrika’ in a haughty tone. I actually fancy going to 

France to live with my sister. Since she has finalised her divorce she has become free again. 

We will listen to French music, watch French films, eat French cheese, drink French wine, 

and fuck French guys. And the tedious French classes my mother coerced me to take will 

finally prove of use. I could continue my studies there. Perhaps, my sister can even find me 

an office job at the university where she teaches.  I am certain it is easy to pretend to love 

Paris, to even die for it. That’s what all the clichés say. The same clichés that say ‘I Love 

London’ with badly-painted hearts on cheap t-shirts bleeding all over Trafalgar Square. And 

the same clichés that say, ‘Leave Iran and never look back!’ but no matter how hard you try, 

once you have tasted Iran, you are addicted. You cannot not look back. And you will return 

every summer, and every Christmas, and every Persian New Year, and every bloody holiday. 
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And your less wealthy and less successful friends who are still stuck in the process of escape 

will ask you, ‘Why the hell do you keep coming back here? What is wrong with you? Why 

don’t you go to Bali and Venice for holidays? To Paris and Berlin? There is nothing to see 

here.’ And you don’t even get their point anymore despite the fact that you used to speak 

exactly like them, you can’t even understand your mother tongue because a traveller finally 

loses all her languages. And it dawns on me that I shall leave London like I left Shiraz.  

But what about James? The one and only James. My love, my rapture, my torment. 

 

His bed is unmade, as always. We lie beside each other, not touching. I start biting his soft 

neck. 

‘Ouch!’ he blurts out. I have no idea how to temper the pressure of my teeth on his 

skin, how to make it hurt less. Lubna and I bit each other, hard and a lot. It never hurt. I stop 

biting him. I still want to tell him how I feel about him. I want to tell him that my feelings 

towards him aren’t a positive thing, because they’re strangling me. I cannot breathe or focus 

whenever he is near me or whenever he is not with me; I am constantly restless and 

breathless and I no longer know how to contain myself. I want to tell him I haven’t felt this 

weak in ages and abhor this weakness, no matter how rapturous it is. His love makes me 

weak; whilst Lubna’s made me strong. Why?  

And whilst I am licking his neck, like a desperately faithful dog, he sings these 

amorous words to me in his BBC accent: ‘You should’ve talked more to Sara. It was slightly 

awkward when you dashed off to the loo, just when she was warming up to you.’  

I feel paralysed, physically and mentally. Part of me is hoping I am hallucinating. But 

as soon as James continues his sermon and analysis, I know I am not.  
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‘Darling, I understand you. And I understand how you feel about religion, especially 

Islam. And it’s completely understandable because you’ve been hurt. However, you do know 

that theocracy isn’t necessarily representative of religion?’ 

I realise my cheeks are wet under my quiet tears. I am glad the room is dark so James 

cannot see my tears. He sounds too absorbed in his speech to notice anyway. ‘You do realise 

how your government acts or ISIS does has nothing to do with real Islam or creationism or 

whatever?’  

I struggle to tell him he is right; that how his priest father acted had nothing to do with 

Christianity either. That he knows religion better than I do.  That he knows what ‘real’ Islam 

is and I do not. I, who know the Quran by heart. I, born and raised in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran. I, who lost my country to Islam – and not just a country but the whole Middle East. I, 

who have to celebrate my father’s birthdays on Skype, and count the days, the months, the 

years just to drink tea with my mother and walk beside my sister. I, who left all my 

belongings and friends behind to survive – and yes, some of them drowned whilst I clung to a 

broken board and sadly survived. I, who can see the women of my country disfigured, 

mutilated and destroyed by acid and yet nobody is allowed to object, or even ‘question’ and 

everybody has to be horribly cautious not to ‘disrespect’ anyone’s religious beliefs. I who can 

neither forgive nor forget, and yet I am too exhausted to fight or even hope. I know I have 

lost Lubna to religion, too. We were both laughing when we promised not to fall in love, 

despite that. Whatever that was.  

 ‘My religious father would execute me if she finds out what we do!’ Lubna sometimes 

said, laughing. I have not seen her in two years now. But her laughter still rings in my ears. 

And I hope her father survived America’s bombs because Lubna was stressed about him not 

being able to ever leave Syria. Where was James then to teach us a lesson or two?  
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When I was at school choked by my tight hijab chanting Ayatolkorsi every day at seven 

in the morning under the scorching sun, James was drugged and drunk shaking his perfect 

little arse in some rainy rock ‘n’ roll festival. And don’t even get me started on Ramadan. 

Yes, of course he should teach me a thing or two about Islam. After all, he has a ‘sweet’ 

Muslim friend and a degree from SOAS.  

‘I care about you… a lot. So we should do something about your phobias.’ James holds 

me. I stay motionless, like a log. 

 I feel I am nothing. He is absolutely right. It is not just Islam. It is also America and its 

deathly obsession with Iran, its aggressive sanctions. It is Christianity and its soldiers. It is 

Netanyahu exploiting our every mishap to push a point. It is misogyny. It is patriarchy. It is 

heterosexual rules. It is his saviour attitude. It is him controlling my social behaviour. His 

missionary attitude. It is everything that stinks and I cannot do anything about it apart from 

mourning and getting more bitter and nostalgic as I age. I feel poisoned.  

He holds me tighter in the dark. ‘I like how passionate you are, though.’  

He kisses my face with his cold lips and mutters, ‘And your skin is so soft!’ he kisses 

my face some more and says, ‘I’ve never met anyone as intense as you are. It’s incredibly 

exotic!’ I’m praying to my non-existent god that he hasn’t felt the dampness of my cheeks. It 

seems he has not.  

I disrupt his callous kisses, break his embrace and leave his bed. James asks if I’m 

going to the loo.  

‘I’m going home,’ The word ‘home’ sticks in my mouth like stale candy. ‘I feel like 

sleeping in my own bed tonight.’ 

‘Are you okay?’ he asks.  

‘Yes, I’m okay,’ I reply, just to shut him up. I know I will palpitate in my bed all 

night long. And when it’s morning in Iran, I will call my mummy like a lost little boy, 
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crying that I want to return to Iran. That everywhere else is hideous. That there are acid 

attacks in London as well. In Hackney, for instance. How come you haven’t heard about it? 

How come it isn’t on the news? 

‘As you like,’ James tells me in a frozen tone of voice. ‘Let me walk you to the station.’ 

I ask him not to. I convince him to stay in bed. He’s too drunk and sleepy to argue.  

 

I am out again, letting London caress my skin. I find myself thinking of Lubna, of two years 

ago, when we first met in that half-dark hostel in glamourous Istanbul, both applying for our 

visas to our utopia called Europe. How young we were! I was twenty-two and she twenty-

four. I got accepted as an international student, she did not as an artist who had to become a 

refugee. Three weeks later, I was leaving for my ultimate dream. Whilst embracing her 

goodbye, she spilled out that she was ‘crazy about’ me, her English suddenly sounding as 

deep as Arabic, her large eyes glistening more than usual. I remember I thought she was the 

most intense person I’d ever met. Not exotic, just intense. And I loathed myself for leaving 

her, and our love, like I loathed myself for leaving my parents, and our home.  

 

I start to run.  
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Transit  

 

The Ukrainian waiter is shouting at me in bad English that my bacon sandwich contains 

bacon. ‘You sure you want it? No Halal!’  

I feel like answering his idiotic question with another idiotic one: ‘Why do you assume 

I am Muslim and don’t eat bacon? Does my fiery red v-neck shirt and loose hair look like 

hijab to you?’  

And then I remember it is my dark features. No matter how much skin and hair I put on 

display, in the eyes of the airport staff, I will always be one thing: a Muslim.  

I hungrily look around at other customers who are all talking in loud Ukrainian, 

chuckling with the waiters who are suddenly very welcoming. They are all white. The 

women are skinny and have long, blonde hair, the men are sturdy and have bald heads. The 

women who push prams look both furious and frustrated. The men all look the same: 

expressionless. I find most of the boys to be terribly beautiful. They are tall, and have large 

blue eyes, their smooth skin radiating youth. But their belligerent manners ruin it all. I wish I 

were in Imam Khomeini airport waiting for my luggage, waving from behind the vast 

expanse of glass window to my parents.  

My haram sandwich arrives after half an hour and I assume the waiters have taken 

turns to spit on my Muslim bacon. Turns out they haven’t. In fact, I realise this is the most 

delicious sandwich I have ever eaten. The bacon tastes so fresh it melts in my mouth and for 

those few seconds that my sandwich lasts I forget how exhausted I am and I forget about the 

xenophobic episode. I catch the eye of the waiter but I avoid leaving any tips. Also, I 

conclude the sausage sandwiches my dad made me for school were even better than the one I 

just had. Because they were elaborate. Everything was planned and loved before being put 

inside the baguette, and the mayonnaise was homemade. My dad makes mayonnaise with 
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organic eggs and vinegar and oil. It takes him ages, and the whole family is deafened by the 

cacophony of his blender, but it is the only mayonnaise I like and ever eat. I decide the 

constant trips to Tehran, which are messing up my body and mind, are worth it. 

After devouring my spectacular sandwich, I check the time. I still have ten more hours 

to kill in Borispol airport. I want to weep. But this is the price I have to pay for flying 

cheaply. I have paid 200 quid for a return trip from London to Tehran. Apparently, my 

grandma declared, ‘This is the price of a ticket to fly from Tehran to Kish! This can’t be the 

price of an international flight.’ And I know I will boast about this economic accomplishment 

of mine until the day I die.  

For this price, I have to spend eleven hours in a godforsaken airport where officers look 

like soldiers carrying shotguns and if you speak English to them, they reply in Ukrainian, 

acting offended. Ukrainian sounds like Russian and I love the Russian language, because 

when I was a teenager, it was my dream to read Pushkin in the original language, but I never 

got the chance to study it further than the beautiful alphabet. My favourite line from his 

poetry was, ‘loving autumn is like loving a dying girl.’ I want to quote this to them, but they 

look like a bunch of furious supermodels, so I just pretend I understand Ukrainian pretty well.  

I did not sleep last night as I started my journey at midnight. From London to Gatwick, 

and from Gatwick to Russia, sorry, Ukraine. But my final destination is my family in Iran.   

This airport is smaller than Gatwick and Imam Khomeini; one can scrutinise the whole 

place in less than half an hour. It is sparkling clean and the dominant colour is light grey, 

apart from fuchsia perfume adverts on the walls. A stereotypically seductive voice is 

announcing all the flights in Ukrainian in an overbearing volume. I wander about in this 

claustrophobic space, until I decide to get some sleep on the white plastic chairs. I feel like I 

am homeless. I have put my trainers as a pillow under my head to give my swollen feet a rest.  
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I dream I get arrested in Imam Khomeini airport because they find out that I am 

carrying two packs of smoked bacon in my suitcase – the best British souvenir for my 

brother.  

I wake up and laugh at my ridiculous nightmare. I think of my family and feel tearful. I 

know even though I was in Iran a few months ago, my parents will look older and so will I. 

And we will look at each other’s new wrinkles, wondering why this should be our life. This 

constant travelling, missing, transiting, transferring, transforming, and yet never reaching. 

And this is the tragedy of us: we don’t ever conform, we will never belong, no matter where 

we are. Was that Homi Bhabha who defined people like us ‘unhomed and stateless’ or 

another tedious thinker?  

I find a smiling man and ask him to watch my luggage. I then escape to Duty Free. It is 

embarrassingly small for an airport with so many adverts on the walls. After examining every 

beauty product like a proper scientist, I choose an Artdeco lip gloss. I am pleased because I 

haven’t seen much of Artdeco in London, whereas when I was living in Tehran it was one of 

my favourite brands. My new lip gloss is the colour of bacon. I give the cashier pounds, but 

she does not accept them, acting as though I have shown her a snake: she is shouting in 

Ukrainian, looking both terrified and furious. Her colleague, who looks like less of an 

impoverished model, rescues me and accepts my debit card, without speaking to me.  

Suddenly, I get anxious that the guy who is watching my bag has stolen my rucksack, 

with all my underwear and the library books I will have to pretend to study in Tehran so my 

parents won’t harass me about not being a hard-working student.  

When I reach the chairs, I realise the smiling fat man in stained jeans was actually a 

trustworthy angel who looked after my luggage well. Therefore, I ask him to continue to 

watch my bags.  
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I weave my way to the crowded ladies room, and all I want is to put on my lip gloss. To 

have bacon lips, instead of real lips, which are chapped, dry, cracked, colourless, and 

stateless. I look in the monstrous mirrors and I realise even if I buy the whole rack of 

Artdeco, I won’t look human until I get some sleep. In my own bed. In one of my beds. 

Either the one in London, or the one in Tehran. Or on any bed for that matter, as opposed to 

sleeping on a plastic chair.  

I put on my lip gloss, and can’t stop staring in the mirror as I realise I have never 

looked so strange: I look like a corpse with two rashers of glistening bacon for lips.  

I want to talk to my niece, who lives in Canada, in order to make the passage of time 

less painful. But I need to charge my phone. The plugs don’t match. I need to buy a new plug. 

But in this airport the cheapest one is eighteen pounds. I take out one of my books, but realise 

I feel anything but poetic at the moment. I pay eighteen quid with a broken heart and 

purchase a plug from a rude but annoyingly beautiful boy. I imagine pulling down his grey 

trousers in the bathroom and this thought makes me wet, but his manners are so uncouth that 

I run back to my plastic chairs, dry and crazed.  

I am so bored and aimless that I even consider making friends in the airport. Soon I 

notice nobody is as much of a loser as me to spend eleven hours in transit. The other 

passengers are walking swiftly, purposefully, leaving me behind, stuck to my plastic chair.  

I socialise with all my family members and friends from all over the world through my 

phone. But the time just does not flow. I am stuck. And in my frustration and exhaustion I 

panic that I might get trapped in this diabolical airport for good. 

The Ukrainians keep changing our gate. It is now D15, the last exit, downstairs.  

When I am in D15, which is a tiny gate with white plastic chairs, I suddenly feel I am 

already in Iran, as I am surrounded by Iranians. I feel warm and calm. I start a conversation 

with an older woman who has wrapped herself in leopard print and has dyed her hair orange-
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blonde. Typical middle-class Iranian housewife. I talk as well to a young woman who is 

wearing glasses and is flying from Helsinki. I tell them about my eternal transit and they pity 

me. I quite like them. I like the attention they are giving me. Until the woman in leopard print 

says in an angry tone, ‘Belgium has become full of foreigners: black people, Arabs, all of 

them. No real Europeans any more. I wonder what’s happening to the rest of Europe when 

this has happened in the kernel of Europe, Brussels.’  

‘But what is a real European?’ I ask without waiting for her response. ‘You? For your 

information, black people have lived in Europe for generations.’ 

‘You obviously don’t have a clue!’ she yells.  

I look at her crooked eyeliner and I am too tired to detest her or fight back. I decide to 

punish her by staring at the walls behind her and aggressively avoid any eye contact.  

As I’m thinking that my life cannot get any worse, a man with a heavily bearded face 

brings out his musical instrument, a setar, and starts playing bad traditional Iranian music for 

an hour. When he stops, I am on the verge of screaming at the top of my lungs, deafening 

myself and everyone else in the process. I feel invaded. This was even worse than the leopard 

print’s racist remarks, because this was unpredictable and lengthy. Everybody applauds when 

he finishes as if this was genuinely a concert and it was good music.  

Finally, they open the boarding gate and we are all now in the queue. I join the woman 

from Helsinki, asking her how she finds living there. I tell her some of my favourite bands 

are from Finland, and that is the reason why I am aiming to visit it one day. She looks at me 

as though I were speaking the language of aliens. Her facial expression is empty and she 

mutters, ‘I’m an engineer, Germany would be much better for me, but they need to sort out 

their governmental issues first and let fewer refugees in if they want an engineer like me. I 

cannot deal with so many refugees. This is the only problem Finland doesn’t have.’  
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I imagine Finland and Germany at war with each other over the presence of this 

amazing engineer, each wanting her for themselves, fighting over her, while shooting other 

immigrants, because that is her order. I know I am hallucinating, I think I should be happy, 

people take drugs to get to this point, whereas I can feel out of my mind just by trapping 

myself for eleven hours in transit.  

When the irritated supermodels issue us our new boarding passes, we are pushed into a 

bus in order to get to the aeroplane. These Ukrainian aeroplanes are miniscule, but according 

to my father, very good and new.  

In the bus, I can’t find a seat, therefore I stand, throwing my rucksack on the floor as 

my back is burning with pain. I close my eyes for a second, the bus trembles, and a woman 

starts screaming,  

‘Why don’t you look at me? Why do Iranians hate each other? Why are you like this? If 

you look at other nations, nobody behaves like you do. Americans are friends with each 

other, Arabs are good to each other! Why do you hate each other? It is your own problem!’  

Her invasive words get louder, I have opened my eyes, first ironically, then I am in 

shock. I find it interesting that she is excluding herself from ‘Iranians’ and is addressing us as 

‘you’. Nobody says anything, people just give each other uncomfortable smiles, some 

murmuring, ‘Divoonas’, ‘she is crazy’. I catch the eye of a woman with a pale complexion, 

she is standing at the other side of the bus, in a navy velvet jacket, her hair dark like mine, 

undyed and curly. We stare at each other with surreptitious smiles, and fortunately the bus 

stops.  

Then I am pushed into the plane. The air hosts and hostesses are surprisingly nice and 

welcome us with smiles. They have learned to say, ‘hello’ to their international passengers. I 

find my seat, and after a few seconds, the woman in the velvet jacket comes and sits beside 

me. I realise that, despite my lack of faith in God, I was praying for this. But the passenger 
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next to her is the racist in leopard print, so God is not completely on my side. I have a 

window seat, therefore I can stare out at the passing sky and pretend I am alone, and this is 

my private jet, instead of the cheapest option possible, however, my legs are already smashed 

in the tightness of the space in my private jet.  

It is bedtime in Ukraine, and probably in London and Tehran and everywhere else. 

Normal people who aren’t stateless like me, are in bed now, or brushing their teeth, cleansing 

their face for a good night’s sleep. The woman in velvet touches my shoulder, I avert my eyes 

from the clouds, and she gives me a bright smile, asking me an irrelevant question. ‘Sorry, 

but do you know the time in Germany?’ I am wondering whether to take this as an ice 

breaker, the opening of an in-flight flirtation, or just a ridiculous question. Either way, I do 

not know the answer. I apologise, smiling back, saying, ‘I don’t know,’ asking, ‘Is that where 

you’re coming from?’  

‘No,’ she replies, ‘I’m coming from Sweden. What about you?’ She uses the formal 

you, shoma. Very polite. I like it. She tells me that her name is Niusha and she is doing her 

masters in theatre studies in Sweden.  

The leopard print is fast asleep. We can hear her snore while we flirt about Ivanov and 

Hedda Gabler. I notice that, unlike most other women on the plane, Niusha is not wearing 

any make-up, yet her lips look soft and smooth. I do not stare at them too much, as I assume 

she might just be a friendly person who is bored as fuck on this forced endless adventure, and 

isn’t necessarily after a fuck.  

Despite the fact that her family also live in Sweden, she regularly travels back to Iran. 

‘Why?’ I ask her, genuinely curious.  

‘Because I love Iran. It is my most important inspiration,’ she informs me. ‘No place 

else is like Iran. Nobody else parties as hard as us.’ She laughs and winks at me, which makes 

me wild. I take out my new lip gloss and reapply it, trying to look confident, even imperious. 
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I find her staring at my lips. Mission accomplished. I smile at her with my shiny, plumped up 

lips, ‘so where in Iran do you live?’  

I am almost certain she is from Tehran, and I am already thinking of excuses to ditch 

our torturous family gatherings in order to hang out with her. I can imagine her living in a 

posh place like Zaferanieh. We can hang out in their private pool and her younger brother 

will cook Persian cuisine for us, which is the thing I miss the most in London. I will 

encourage her brother to cook me a nice fesenjoon. I shall bring the fresh walnuts from my 

grandmother’s garden.  

However, she destroys my dreams by informing me she is going to stay in her 

hometown, Shiraz, in her uncle’s house. And she is an only child. ‘But come and visit.’ 

‘Sure,’ I say, already knowing another trip and I will die. I never travel if I don’t have 

to, this is the lesson I have learned from living between two continents. From being always 

on the move, always in transit, never arriving.  

‘So do you go to many theatres when you’re in Iran? There are so many new plays at 

the moment.’ 

‘Last summer I went to see the Iranian adaptation of Ivanov in Teatre Shahr, however–’ 

suddenly her sentence gets broken by screams filling the airplane like gas, and I am 

frightened, thinking the plane is being shot at by Putin. Then I realise it is two women 

literally fighting at the back of the plane, one of them shouting, ‘get your hands off me, you 

idiot!’ The leopard print racist wakes up, excitedly looking back, and asking us whether a 

woman has been molested by a man. ‘No.’ Niusha replies, as I am still punishing leopard 

print by not acknowledging her existence. Although I am not certain whether or not she has 

noticed she is being punished.  

It is the same voice from the bus screaming back, ‘I did not touch you, you yourself are 

crazy!’  
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An air steward runs down the aisle towards the back of the plane, I am dying to know 

what is going on. We all are. All the Iranian passengers look excited – ecstatic even. I do not 

mean to generalise, but we Iranians relish being the voyeurs of a proper public fight. The 

Ukrainians, on the other hand, seem distressed.  

Niusha and I look at each other, and I know my eyes are as wide as hers. We are both 

on the verge of hysterical laughter.  

Leopard print cannot tolerate the suspense and actually leaves her seat to see what is 

going on. By now, a Ukrainian steward has changed the seat of one of the women, who 

accused the other woman of pulling her hair. Leopard print returns to her seat with hands 

filled with news: ‘apparently, the crazy woman who ranted on the bus about Iranians was 

ranting again, and this other woman asked her whether she has taken her pills, so the crazy 

woman attacked her.’ But as the leopard print’s thrill withers away, her facial expression 

turns into mournful fury, and she declares, ‘Oh my God! They are making us lose face in 

front of Ukrainians…’  

Niusha and I act as though we are deaf, staring at the back of the seats in front of us. 

What I really want at the moment is to see the physical appearance of the ranting woman, 

because so far I have only heard her. But I am also too frightened to get close to her. As 

usual, my fear defeats my curiosity. She is so unstable that her passport has been confiscated.  

After this rush of adrenalin, I find it impossible to sleep. Niusha is pretending to be 

asleep. They have turned off the lights, and still I can see her long neck, shining, a beacon in 

the dark. I am staring at it shamelessly, I want her to stop pretending that she is asleep. To 

open her eyes. To look at me again, attentive, assertive, and willing.  

I look at the dark clouds outside my window; I remember when I was a child, I always 

imagined the clouds being scoops of ice cream, and I did not want to lick them, I just wanted 

to walk on them and feel their tender coldness. I am also feeling sleepy; I stop staring at the 
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clouds and look away from the window, finding Niusha gazing at me, her dark eyes wide 

awake, her lips unsmiling and open. Our faces are stuck together for only a second. I can feel 

her licking off my bacon lip gloss, but in an instant there’s a loud Russian announcement on 

the plane and the lights are on – we stop, scared, looking at leopard print. She was asleep, but 

now opens her bloodshot eyes to ask us, ‘how long?’ I want her to die.  

The plane is speeding up while landing. The pace is exciting me, until it stops. I 

transfer my red, knitted scarf from my neck to my head. There is a Ukrainian announcement, 

and then an English one that sounds like Ukrainian, informing us we have arrived in Iran. 

People applaud. Niusha and I avoid each other’s eyes. Leopard print takes out an orange, 

satin scarf from her golden plastic bag, and throws it on her head. ‘Welcome to the land of 

mullahs!’ She says, addressing Niusha and me, waiting for us to burst out laughing at her 

unoriginal, over-used joke. I take my final revenge by staring into her eyes, trying my best to 

look like a frozen stone. Niusha is nice, because she smiles at her while putting a black shal 

over her voluptuous curls. I think I succeed, because leopard print fucks off without saying 

anything more to us. Niusha and I follow each other on Instagram so that we can hang out if 

she comes to London or Tehran, or if I go to Stockholm or Shiraz, but I know we will never 

see each other again.  

 

The Imam Khomeini airport is so bright and crowded that it does not feel like three hours 

after midnight. While waiting for my suitcase to arrive on the luggage belt, I gallop towards 

the extensive window that is now the only barrier between me and my family. I have passed 

so many borders; I am exhausted but ecstatic. I see my mother waving at me energetically as 

though it is three in the afternoon, not 3 a.m. And then I see my father also waving and 

laughing, his artificial teeth as shiny and beautiful as the moon. I am getting emotional, as 

though this is my first time travelling back to Iran. I blow them a kiss and point at the 
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conveyor-belt that is going around with the suitcases of the passengers. I get a glimpse of 

Niusha, who has found her tiny red suitcase, and we conveniently ignore each other.  

As always, my suitcase is the last to arrive.  
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Glossary of selected non-English terms used in The Ministry of Guidance:  

 

Azad: Expensive universities in Iran that are relatively easy to get in, offering more 

accessible education mostly for candidates who cannot get accepted by Sarasari universities 

Azizam: Farsi word meaning my dear 

Bad hejab: In Iran this is a term applied to women whose hijab is not chaste enough 

Divooneh: Equivalent of crazy in spoken Farsi 

Faranseh: Farsi for France 

Fenjan: Farsi term meaning an elegant and delicate cup used for tea and Turkish coffee 

Hamjensbaz: A derogatory Farsi term for homosexual 

Heyvoon: Animal in colloquial Farsi. Also, a common insult attributed to people with 

aggressive or bad manners 

Hezbollahi: Islamist 

Manteau: A word of French origin meaning cloak or overcoat, used in Iran to indicate the 

jacket women wear as part of their hejab  

Namahram: An Islamic term attributed to men and women who are not bound to each other 

by either blood or marriage 

Ommol: A colloquial pejorative in contemporary Farsi to describe narrow-minded people 

who lack sophisticated manners 

Sarasari: Free universities in Iran that are state-funded and require passing a difficult 

competitive nation-wide exam (Konkoor) to get in as they offer a high-quality education 

Sharab: Farsi for wine 

Shomal: North in Farsi; it is often used to convey The North of Iran, a popular holiday 

destination 

Soosool: A derogatory term in colloquial Farsi to describe young fussy people 
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Shal: Farsi equivalent of shawl which many Iranian women use as a loose headscarf  

Viroos: Farsi term meaning virus 

Yaoi: a Japanese term meaning anime erotica with the theme of same-sex love and desire 

between boys. Examples of yaoi are: Sensitive Pornograph and Junjou Romantica 
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Infected Parrot 

 

I have no place to stay.  

My bed is overflowing with boys, 

my mind with girls.  

‘Gender is a performance’ 

I repeat, like an infected parrot.  

 

I am an eternally inebriated animal, 

hence my bed is hollow, my mind an asylum 

filled with refugees who will be deported  

back, back, back.  

To war.   

  

But we have no place to go.  

My bed is broken and 

even though my mind is blooming 

like a European Museum of Contemporary Art 

I know I cannot stay.  

 

I do not know about the refugees, 

I am an international student, 

paying, not to be a threat  

to national security.  

Look at my exotic feathers. 

 

I am an international parrot, 

my bed is filled with dysfunctional languages 

with German philosophy, British fiction, and Persian poetry 

with murderous grammar rules 

with alcoholic European dreams.  

 

I learn things, and repeat them until  
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my beak bleeds, 

And I write with my blood 

poems about painless pleasure.  

And I shall always lie and repeat: 

 

I am not political. I am a woman of pleasure, 

a cold lake full of colourful shells.  

I’m not wounded I’m not bothered by the bloodshed 

by the crushing cages of the mad Middle East 

and the ruthless borders of enlightened Europe. 

All I care about is who to slaughter  

in my solipsistic bed tonight. 
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‘We survived and survival breeds desire for more self.’1 – Audre Lorde 

Ode to Self 

I am that 

the fatigued knight wading through the morning light  

like Moses gaping the Nile  

 

I am that 

the black rose in winter, dead  

butterflies dripping from my bruised petals.  

 

I am it 

The ‘it factor’, the cool factor minus, the cold factor plus, the hot  

mess, the browned flesh, the queer crushed  

by Authority, forever refusing to agree with anything 

other than my own elegant violence, my  

autumnal tendencies that I catch in the river of my mirror – the only truth teller 

 

for I am that, 

the breathing painting in the attic 

the ‘darling’ collector 

the cold sore in summer 

the sore throat in spring 

the allergy screeching at the skin. 

 

I am it 

the blue silk with a scarlet kernel, 

wrapped in my gold cape, embroidered by thorns, I pounce  

over the fence into the abyss to caress  

my horns, and to plant myself in fertile soil, roots hard in the ground; 

shaking off tornados from my trembling naked branches, I grow tall,  

old, short, skyward, enamoured, 

pure.   

 

 
1 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: Crossing Press, 1984) p. 155. 
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The Leather Sun 

 

It is five a.m. and there is a woman growing  

inside my head. Not like a tumour –  

but a flower that feeds on power 

she makes me tremble  

 

Words devour me. I open my mouth 

thirsty for more, this is a sweet-tasting storm 

I know someday this bed of hers 

will be my comfortable tomb 

 

For now, this monstrous bed is a gilded ship, 

a surreptitious ship, my shelter, 

I stare into her eyes until they are the sun and 

I melt, melt, melt. It is true:  

 

I am like Icarus in my ridiculous ambition and lack of abstinence 

in my love of flight, height, and light, 

but she calls me Napoleon, and  

laughs in my ears, 

 

her leather scent fills my throbbing nostrils like cocaine, 

she kisses my neck and worships my shamelessness, she says  

I am arrogant and licks my lips. Outside, the sun, 

a blood red orange, waiting to be peeled by us.  
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Hiraeth 

 

One silver day my father called from the North of Iran  

I could hear the sea in his voice and the sun 

dangling from the ceiling of his worn villa; 

my skin streaming to the source of his humid voice, 

and I feigned love for London, this golden city,  

a grateful immigrant girl, always on time for visa stamps,  

smiling at the police concealing the stress, sticking to deadlines  

like they were guns. Thrilled to be allowed by whiteness,  

the sparkling promise of skin. Speaking my second language  

like eating ice cream: foreign words swimming in my foreign mouth 

tricky, always surprising, like a secret I shouted to betray a friend,  

but then I recalled I have been to many a house, alas,  

never a home, and I betrayed myself by confessing to my father: 

 

I want to be where you are in Iran 

melting in the Caspian under its ruthless sun 

until my pale skin turns brown 

and I become a real brown person who 

can keep secrets and admits that she misses  

the streets of her burning country.  
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Sometimes Our Persona Melts in the Sun  

 

You and I talk about how your wife tortures your son, 

then you cry, dropping your head on my shoulder, and mumble, ‘I’m tired.’  

I try my best to sip my iced tea, bewildered and paralyzed.  

 

You and I talk about how we should seduce younger guys, 

endorphin wraps around our necks – choking us, 

my hands are sweaty, hence I’m ashamed. 

 

You say you would lick my sweat if it weren’t for the eyes  

around us in the café, on the streets, in our rooms, on our walls, 

the petty gods, eternally bored, praying 

 

we would cross the line, so they could punish us some more. 

You and I always in the garden of our far away café 

We have no house we are not homeless, just unhomed,  

 

sharing houses with people we don’t know: 

our parents, our teachers, our partners, our prophets,  

our boundaries, our Imams, our bad luck. 

 

You and I have always talked about 

Oscar Wilde, and Ahmad Shamloo, about Brecht, and Annie Baker 

We have always lost. 

 

You crave to be the devil, but I know you are just a weeping saint.  

I want to look at you when you talk. And when you don’t talk 

when you play with your summery, little son 

 

even when you argue with your falling wife  

who knows your so-called secret. Why shouldn’t she argue?  

Why shouldn’t she threaten you? 
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Why shouldn’t she abuse your son to make up 

for all the times you kissed men behind her back? 

For every time you told me I am your love, your only friend, your confidant. 

 

Do you think she’s wary of my strange existence?  

‘That annoying little girl, so full of herself.  

Why are you friends anyway?’  

 

Our little gods judge us and we fail and we break and we fall,  

but you lift me up, and I pick you up among negative HIV tests, 

and hedonistic jokes,  

 

we are always scared of our final punishment: 

STDs, execution, shame, exile, forced suicide, what is it? 

Give it to us already. 

 

You and I, the dark lesson for the future nation 

so they will always obey, they will always buy lies. 

We are also frightened of being found out that we are not evil 

 

that we cry in the dark, and laugh in the light 

that your fast car is just a façade of your suicide 

we get drunk on Arak and we look as though we want to fuck all the pretty boys. 

 

We are here for the sake of fuck that is the plan, the plot, our persona 

whereas we only want to bang our heads against  

the sharp edges of the festive table and die 

 

or not die, maybe survive, perhaps spend some time in a silver hospital  

where nurses are nonjudgmental –  

they’ll even sleep with us if we ask them with some charm 

 

where you’re not married, and I’m not stuck 

where it is raining, and this aggressive sun is gone. 
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Now, I am standing in the dark. 

 

I lost my sight in the constant presence of the sun which 

has always been too bright for my eyes.  

My weak eyes. My wicked eyes.  

 

I know you are standing somewhere near me,  

as blind and as lost as me, hoping you will drown soon  

in a rainy sea where there is no sun, but your son, 

 

no god, apart from our love. 

I can feel you’re breathing near me, you are almost living  

Tell me where you are. 
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Night by Day 

 

Borders are hoarders, collecting 

corpses, parents and children. 

Borders are brown 

like our skin is called brown – 

but what is the real colour of our skin? 

 

The skin of people who are interrogated,  

rejected, and rummaged. 

Borders in the east and the west, 

above, centre, underneath.  

Reminding us that we are not worthy of space.  

 

What is our impossible colour? 

They say we are brown but I think we are blue,  

blue in the face. 

Battered, stripped, shivering  

blue skin and scarlet eyes. 

 

We, the blue people, are sometimes purple, 

the colour of an army of bruises 

being separated from love, 

we shed tears until we're blue in the face. 

When being told our right to remain  

 

has been rejected, we hold our tears  

until we're red. When being asked where  

we are ‘originally’ from,  

we radiate black smiles and  

murmur the name of an evil and illegal place. 

 

Our latent pride is emerald, 

the colour of a storm in spring – 
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our skin is yellow with fear and loss,  

departure, return, disappearance.  

We are the coloured people.  
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My Favourite Painting 

 

My face is crimson and my favourite object 

is vibrating,  

Neon red, reminding me of your head 

between my waiting thighs like the promise of rain in 

the amber sky of Tehran. 
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In Your Arms I Am A Boy 

 

A sparrow trapped and warmed in your hands 

A nightingale who sings the songs of misery and victory 

A boy who competes with other boys to win at pool, at fights, at life 

A boy who murmurs in your ears that you are an empress for whom 

he is ready to murder everyone else. 

 

A jealous boy, a delicate boy, a delicious boy 

An inebriated boy, a pauper, a landless poet, a nomad who 

has been accused of being a solipsistic prince 

A socialist boy, a sociable boy, an isolated boy, an island who is in love 

with the ocean that is drowning him.  

 

A ruthless boy who writes abusive letters to his love 

and when caught, weeps and begs for her forgiveness. 

An attacked prince: Siavash or Hamlet 

Haunted by my mother’s death 

exploiting every element of nature to make my father immortal. 

 

You are right, my empress 

I am nothing but a wounded prince: 

stabbed in the back and front by all my friends and  

none of my enemies, 

bleeding on your cold marble 

 

And you 

mesmerised by my golden blood  

will protect me 

and betray the world 

to save your boy.  
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Game  

 

Level One: Beauty 

I have fucked them all. 

Them, 

them, the pretty men who walk in beauty 

who walk in my head, who stroll the restless streets of my intoxicated psyche  

waving their tight bums from left to right 

like a bunch of royal cats.  

 

Their cheekbones are my mountains of pleasure which I ascend until 

I reach the peak  

the peak of their beauty 

and my game until 

I’m bored, bored 

bored. 

 

As soon as the sun starts melting in their eyes 

I leave 

I leave them  

howling 

falling 

begging by my bed.  

 

You have to vanish, like all surreptitious lovers 

my beautiful boys 

I have to go although the sun is melting in your eyes 

 و خورشید در چشمان شما ذوب میشود

and your necks are saplings in the dark.  

 و گردن شما نهالیست درخشان در باغی تاریک

 

Level Two: Persian 

I am dark 

and my mind is black 
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but my privilege isn’t white 

it is mad. My madness is my privilege, 

this is how I shall mistreat you behind my mask of lunacy 

made of logic and repression.  

This is what happens: 

At the end of the day, you sell your intelligence to the system and 

purchase some madness to put on your face 

like expensive make-up, it justifies all your wrongs 

and in the morning, you spread my madness on your toast and bread 

and digest it with tea. 

(Interesting fact: we, Iranians, don’t pour milk in our tea 

this is our privilege.  

Milkless tea 

Dark tea 

Black tea) 

 

Level Three: Stage Four 

Oh, my shiny darlings, 

once you drink my frenzy, and my cloudy tea in my sunny country 

once you worship my shark teeth, you become  

just like me: 

invincible and incurable 

like stage 4 cancer 
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On the Phone 

 

Mother, today your strong hands look wrinkled 

and you don’t remember my name. 

How can you tell me 

where you hid the weapons? 

 

Mother, I’m afraid I have some bad news for you 

 – as always: 

I killed someone today. 

Out of pure pleasure. 

 

Mother, tell me, where are we going now? 

Take me somewhere else and tell me if  

we lost our Syrian friends to chemical weapons 

or bad luck? 

 

Or are we fortunate? 

After all, we weren’t bombed 

and sometimes we drink Christ’s blood 

in our sunny basements. 

 

Mother, where are we now? 

Where are you? And where am I? 

Do you still cover your hair with a floral scarf? 

Do you still pray to God? 

 

Mother, what are we doing? Are we making stew and rice 

for the poor so we won’t feel guilty afterwards? 

Or have we become poor ourselves? Stoned and sanctioned 

and isolated like guinea pigs? 

 

Mother, should I stop whining? And consider us lucky 

that we don’t have as many honour killings  
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as Arabs and Pakis? But I can’t feel fortunate 

I feel bad for them, for every one of us.  

 

Mother, tell me why we should abhor Arabs? 

Are we really better than they are? Please, tell me we are  

We have Persian poetry, Persian carpets, and Persian cats. 

All they have is oil, Islam, and America. 

 

And yet I confess sometimes, surreptitiously, 

I read Mahmoud Darwish and cry. 

Mother, let’s face it I am one of those weak fighters,  

destined to fail. 

 

A country could never be proud of me, I could only be a spy 

Nobody needs me and I don’t need anybody 

I don’t need any country 

I am free and strong. I don’t belong 

 

Mother, I fancy suicide too often, too much 

It makes me calm. 

Mother, I cannot care that suicide is a sin 

I want to go to hell and violate all my friends. 

 

Mother. Please, don’t be ashamed that our government  

is supporting Assad. My therapist convinced me I 

should not be ashamed of the things that aren’t my fault, 

and according to him nothing has ever been my fault.  

 

Mother, tell me the truth for once. Have you sold  

our weapons to feed the poor and buy black scarves?  

 

Mother, why do you act like a prophet?  

Like a victorious warrior?  

Why don’t you accept we have lost the war?  
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‘Which war?’ You ask, as if you had no idea 

 

Mother, don’t act. Not for me. 

‘Iraq?’ You ask as if you were ignorant, innocent, and young.  

‘No, not that one, they were as weak as us.’ 

The Other war. 

 

‘Elaborate.’ You say like a sadistic teacher.  

‘The war against everything and everyone.’ 

Yes, mother, there was a war.  

And we lost because we were right. 

 

Mother, I confess I’m not impressed with your strength.  

My therapist implied I should not be so power-obsessed 

And I’m trying to be cured by his false interpretations because 

I like his neck. I meant to only tell you about his neck, but– 

 

Mother, Is America going to attack us? 

Did you hear their new speech? 

But maybe they have a right to loathe us 

Our government threatened them first.  

 

Do you think I’m crazy? 

 

When I asked this question of my therapist  

whilst staring into his sorry eyes, he took my hands  

and squeezed them with an ideal pressure,  

a white slave with a fetish for dark hair. 

 

Then I informed him I did not need therapy 

and I never did. ‘I need your neck.’  

I finally showered him with the truth he was after 

‘I need power.’ I guided him to my broken bed.  

 



 190 

Mother, I know it does not make you proud of me 

but I swear to you, my only prophet, it was okay 

he was sweet in bed and out of bed 

until I opened my closet and showed him our weapons. 

 

I need to protect our weapons. Mother, I want to protect your sacred wrinkles.  

And like Antigone, I want to bury the corpses of our Syrian friends. 

Mother, living people bore me. Shaky like a pot of jelly 

afraid to say if they prefer tea or coffee. 

 

Do they fight like us? Do they care about Syria? 

Mother, I have news for you: I have stopped caring about Syria, too.  

 

Mother, these days, I don’t talk. Nobody really talks. Except about the weather 

and the importance of milk in their tea,  

grilled sausages and cheese and how well singers can sing.  

But mother, let me tell you a secret: singers are the only people who can’t sing.  

 

Mother, yesterday I drew a mosque. Then I threw it away as I got scared.  

I will not say what I thought. This morning, I drew my therapist and  

masturbated on his picture; it was nice. My drawing was nice.  

My masturbation was nice. Everything was nice. 

 

I recalled the way I shot him with one of our guns 

his blood – the colour of my nail varnish: blue and calm 

on my pink, floral sheets. I licked it - it tasted raw.  

It tasted like Syria. 

 

Mother, do you think the police will find me? 

Do we have enough weapons? And enough time to die? 

Mother, I feel safe. His corpse is safe. The world is a safe place.  

I’m a good person, like you always asked me to be. 

 

Mother, I don’t murder for pleasure, I have morals.  



 191 

I use clean guns and I sympathise with the poor. 

Mother, I’m a pacifist, can’t you see? Coming from the Middle East, 

I’m advocating peace; aren’t you proud of me? 
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Inheritance 

 

One presumes one has everything to lose 

One enters the office, the bureau for bureaucracy, an embassy, a ministry, a roomful  

 

You have to prove to them why  

you exist; why you need your inheritance  

although the term and the concept soil your mouth 

newly-shed blood in a lucid lake spreading, an indestructible virus 

this money, two-thirds of a professor’s salary is the only thing you have inherited  

from your mother – apart from her lust for the impossible, 

unacceptable ambitions, and sudden-death genes.  

 

You need the money, you tell them, your mouth  

churning, turning, revolving, your mouth 

is a revolver, choking on bullets,  

a diseased flower in garbage.  

 

Your father has sent you. He is pulling invisible strings.  

What strings? What country? What inheritance?  

Why do you think you exist? What mother? What father?  

They are correct; for those strings are no longer strings, but snakes, hanging  

from the sable sky of the cemetery.  

They don’t utter this, but you can hear it 

You are young, yet you’ve seen it all: how swiftly hospital sheets become 

a shroud, how loss makes the sky vomit snakes 

and how your father becomes a blood-red geranium to wither 

And how you collapse on your dead mother’s sofa, eating  

sorrow instead of stew and rice. 

 

By now you know a motherless woman is not a woman 

but a rootless tree, carved and scarred by a myriad of artless passersby,  

its branches cut and thrown in a deep swamp.  
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They shout at you without uttering a sound:  

Your country does not exist. It died with your mother.  

We don’t owe you any money. You don’t have any power  

How would you pull strings? Which strings? What sky? Why do you think  

you’re special? All the strings were buried with your mother  

in that grave. In that crowded cemetery where your body bent  

without your involvement and you heard an irrelevant relative declare,  

‘she’s okay, it’s probably just stomach ache,’  

and you were surprised by your lack of desire to beat him to death.  

 

But you did wish god or something like that  

existed and could resurrect your mother instead of  

ordering you to act chaste and you glanced  

at your mother’s sister in her black chador, praying  

at her sister’s tomb.  

And for the first time in your life you envied her  

you needed something, anything to hold on to 

but there was nothing.  

 

When they collected you from your  

mother’s grave, you couldn’t hold on to them because  

you knew they were nothing. And there was nothing again to hold on to.  

 

And every time you go to a sweaty office to claim  

her money you wish you were buried  

with her in that grey cemetery, with its snake-infested sky 

for you know there is nothing to claim, nothing  

to hold on to when you’re a motherless woman  

in your twenties with a painful passport and  

you see snakes where there isn’t any 

and you don’t see snakes when there are many and 

you hear voices in your head that nobody else hears,  

yet they are as deafening as the rain knocking on your window during  

Tehran winter showers. And the vociferation: 
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Take off your fake hijab 

Who do you think you’re fooling? 

We know you 

You’re not meant to exist.  
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Euston Station 

 

If you’re not too unfortunate, false accusations don’t land you in jail; they only break your 

back. You stare at your own voice but can’t hear. Everything is too loud. Everything 

explodes your wound like authoritarian sirens in spring. Like Euston Station at midnight 

when you caught three white officers interrogating a black boy. He was staring into space as 

if the police didn’t exist, as if it was just him and the moon, his skin merging with the night. 

And you feel black with your back bent, adorned with a sable bruise. You hold on to your 

books and nourish your bruise like it’s your child, or that boy. It’s been embedded within 

you; your bruise is an ocean, when it opens its mouth, you let it devour you, you hope it can 

drown you. It never does. It spits you back into your white room, snickering it was just a false 

accusation. Why is your back bent? Why are your eyes red? Why do you care? False 

accusations come and go like period blood. That black boy is probably free now - like you 

are.  

But if you could face the police one more time, you would’ve opened your ashen mouth 

uttering that you could just tell that he was also falsely accused by something more sinister 

than his skin colour. That you had no evidence, no corroboration, and you did not even know 

why he was arrested but you could taste his innocence and it was bitter like yours. But you 

whirl and turn in the gym mirror, getting fitter and supposedly stronger, and everyone says 

they’re glad you got well and you hope you can turn into steel with a steel touch like a 

second-rate Midas because by now you know steel is better than gold for it shines less and is 

more resilient, but there is no steel, no gold, and the black bruise on your broken back gazes 

back at you like that boy shouting, you will not heal. 

 

Your existence is an accusation. 
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Hologram 

 

I am in my blackest mood, and she  

lies on the whiteness of my sheets in her 

blackest bra, staring at the air I am supposed 

to breathe, except that I cannot breathe. 

 

Her black jeans are as tight as my lungs 

I have fought and coughed all my sable life 

My visions of her have become holographic bars behind which 

I am trapped. 

 

Like every melancholic captive, I love my dungeon  

Like every claustrophobic patient, I loathe it 

at times, I crave escape, but when she turns her pensive  

head towards me, the darkness of her eyes hit mine, I 

 

collapse to my knees, pulverised under her thunder. 

Upon being touched by her flame fingers, and her tongues of fire, 

I explode. She celebrates my combustion by collecting my ashes  

from her cool ceramic floor, warming them in her powerful grip  

 

before sniffing me away. Later on, in a sunny concert hall, 

she will lie to her envious friends, saying it was just cocaine.  

I know I am her drug and it’s what I have wanted to become 

since I was a child.  
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Lovesong  

 

Impossible to express my feelings by just screaming  

into an endless well, “I love you” 

because it would be an attempt 

to hold a mountain on a tea spoon. 

 

You let me melt into you every dawn, and  

every dusk, you let me chain you with the flesh of my lust 

You lie beside me like an orchid-shaped volcano,  

exhuming salty lava, because neither of us can be pleased by  

anything less than conflagration.  

We set ablaze every garden we have ever entered.  

 

You unshackle and shackle me at the same time.  

All with your eyes. 

When, over petty matters, our impatient mouths burst with the blood of insults, 

I escape from you to you. 

You shelter in my trembling arms, and I in yours 

and the fight becomes just another flight.  

 

I wonder if we only get enraged so we can destroy each other better  

in bed, your cold lips heat up as they hit mine,  

two tigers roaming freely 

but never free of each other, furiously in love, 

we fight and reconcile and burn 

the jungle with our branded tongues.  
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Cliff Trip 

 

Our trip ends when our once-eternal screams turn 

into silence. The silence a precipice from which I fall 

as she grabs my hand halfway and I  

mumble, ‘Our time together is jewel.’ 

 

She snickers. She wants to share it with all the rats  

she collects in her wooden aquarium 

and when I tell her I am allergic to rats and 

addicted to cats, she shuts me up by calling me a snob.  

 

Our tears fall indistinguishable in the rain over the  

precipice. I attempt to breathe whilst falling 

but her ruthless rats attack sucking my little blood 

I am not falling; I fell off this cliff a long time ago.  

 

She stares at me, her eyes blue like fire 

and she states my selfishness is killing  

our love. I stay silent, knowing my selfishness 

is the only thing that has kept me alive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 199 

 

Blood Days 

 

Break all our delicate cups, my love 

Shatter their bleeding flowers like you  

shattered us. I don’t mind; because I was  

that bad kid, the best student at the back of the class 

sleeplessly, stoplessly studying 

for all the exams, writing all the right 

replies to all those wrong questions, and yet 

cheating just to make sure all my responses 

were conspicuously correct. That I’d get the best grade to  

appease my distressed self and my expectant parents.  

And of course for the addictive thrill of cheating 

the drumming heartbeat, the slippery fingers, the sweaty pen 

A forbidden book open, under the desk, on my trembling lap 

or inked solutions on toilet papers emerging from my grey sleeves. 

 

A retired magician making ends meet in a red circus 

ten magicians chewing raw meat, blood  

oozing through their teeth 

Ten thousand magicians murmuring your name, a 

visceral curse in my scorching ears. 

 

Break everything you please, my love 

just beware that loving and hurting you were the 

last things I wanted to do, like those cheating days 

as a tremoring teenager, trapped, in my dark school.  
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The Future Is Queer: A Manifesto 

 

Our house has been vandalised again 

they have destroyed our bedroom 

our bed while we were away falling more deeply in 

impermissible love. 

They have violated our oceanic space, reduced it to a lake 

 only to pollute its lucidity, to poison our goldfish 

They have violated our love, called it names, accused it of deceit, inauthenticity. 

Because we did not conform; their compulsory heterosexuality pins  

them down to their comfortable death beds, yet they rise, from their cold coffins  

We laugh non-violently at their violent heteronormativity  

They detect the scent of laughter on our lovesucked breaths;  

It makes them berserk 

They call our survivalist pride, vanity 

Our subversive intelligence, snobbery  

And our rightful sexuality, abnormality 

Our myth-like love, an uncomfortable lie. 

They rain and shame, smash and shatter but 

We do not utter anything but poetry 

they get agitated when we don’t look scared 

when we gaze back at their violence with our proud faces.  

 

Be patient, my love 

The fire of us will escape from  

this dungeon and explode their hollow buildings.  

Be patient and behold: 

Watch us burn.  
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And the Ashes of Masculinity Will Melt in the Wind 

 

My sister and I relish burning things we can’t see  

or feel. Last night we burnt God; 

Today is the devil’s turn; 

Tomorrow we’ll set fire  

to all the one hundred and twenty-four thousand prophets.   
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The Wicked Capital 

 

Tehran means reading never-ending Russian novels under my duvet, 

glitterless gay parties until the morning Azan, until the birds scream,  

mahogany cafés serving cinnamon tea and vanilla I scream, 

Tehran is smoke and fury. It is fuming. 

Tehran is static traffic, it is also fenugreek, 

all-girl schools, all-boy love, and compulsory hijab, 

and the evergreen Shahid Beheshti University where we exchanged  

gay kisses but gay did not mean happy, it meant  

homo whore harassed faggot corrupt beautiful. 

The university whose rules we shattered in our attempts to  

become Lord Byron. A university that is still shining, a neon  

green sun in the north west of Tehran that inhaled our ashes, while we 

smoked our youth and spat colonial classics, empowering ourselves. 

 

(Now the question is: Will we ever be truly empowered? We,  

the despondent snobs from the top universities of Iran, who ended up in the bottom       

universities of Brexitland, Dumpland, The North Pole, doing degree after  

degree after degree so we/they can forget our skin colour and forgive  

our accent even though we are pale like flour, and quiet  

like infected parrots, will we ever be empowered?) 

 

In Tehran we are still powerless, even though  

it is officially our homeland: our sealess port.  

Tehran, the harbour of pollution where fast cars screech  

American pop in ambivalent alleyways paved with martyrs’ blood. 

I have never seen a city capable of containing so much love and hate.  

Tehran is my parents and our house,  

my siblings and my best friend, his passion  

for beautiful boys and avant-garde theatre, and the scenario  

of our eternal escape. Tehran is my grandmother,  

cherry pickles that she made just for me with specifically  

rotten sour cherries that surprisingly tasted like god,  
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her God that was not my god and became a gap that devoured our love. 

Tehran is my real room, my bookshelf, my vanity table, crowded  

with bottles of blue varnish – my first rainbow flag. 

Tehran is aromatic; herbs, saffron, dried lime,  

turmeric, salt, bloody beans, red meat, brown flesh. 

After Persian cuisine, nothing tastes great. 

Tehran is Arabic prayers and Persian poetry: 

Bookshops floating in the sizzling summer streets:  

Forough Farrokhzad, Sohrab Sepehri, and Sadegh Hedayat, but also  

preposterous books such as bad translations of  

American self-help and Mein Kampf, 

everything for a cheap price. And the everlasting question:  

How can this country survive when Hedayat  

killed himself and Forough died at such a young age? 

 

Tehran is fear. More wars, more sanctions, more inflation.  

The morality police. Our government, the US government, Saudi Arabia,  

and the government of Israel. Fear of all the governments, and fear of more chaos.  

Fear of expenses. Fear of being stuck. Fear of leaving. And of returning.  

Fear of missing. Fear of losing and fear of winning.  

Fear of anarchy, and love of anarchy.  

And love.  

 

Living in Tehran is like being in love with the villain 

everyone judges and wonders why, but one will not  

lower oneself to explain the attraction.  

The moment anything is justified, it becomes boring, common, worldly.  

This is why when people ask where in Iran I am from,  

I respond, the wicked capital, 

saturated with gold oil, dripping with black glory, 

come in but stay out, so you won’t regret it. 
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                                                          Four Flash Fictions 

by Em Kay (koooootah) 

Translated from Farsi by Sogol Sur 

Em Kay is an Iranian poet and theatre director. He chose to be queer. 
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A Very Great Wish Is Called Apotheosis 

  
 

Is something wrong, my dear boy? 

Dear boy shot a doleful look at his friend and said, ‘Why? Why don’t you cheat on me 

anymore?’ 

His friend turned pale, and felt a bit cold, his eyes widened like when he was going to lie. He 

responded, ‘My dear boy, I swear to God I’ve never cheated on you.’  

Dear boy started crying.  

His friend was perplexed, thinking he should soothe him. He approached him, opening his 

arms to hold him, but dear boy pushed him away hard, shouting, ‘I don’t want it!’ 

His friend was shocked, stepping back.  

Dear boy said, sobbing, ‘I want…’ 

His friend asked cautiously, ‘What do you want?’ 

Dear boy took a deep sigh; one of those sighs that only happens after weeping. And whilst his 

head was dizzy with lightness, he flashed a hysterical smile, ‘I want you to cheat on me.’  
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Useless Excuses  

 

I grabbed the doorknob with my two hands and pushed the door with my shoulder. It opened 

easily, but she wasn’t behind the door. She’d given up resistance. I looked around and 

realised she was hiding under the bed. I ran to the bed, and jumped on it. It trembled and 

squeaked. She rolled out from underneath the bed, and as she was about to stand, I pounced 

on her waist, grabbed her hands and kept them behind her back. I lay on her and bit her neck. 

She screamed, ‘I’m on my period! Let me go!’  

Before biting her arm, I said, ‘I’m also on my period. What kind of an excuse is that?’  
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The Truth Comes from the Mouth of a Child 

 

‘Daddy, I like this man a lot, he is so beautiful. I want to look like him when I grow up.’ 

 

My son pointed at an actor I loathed on the TV screen.  

 

‘Good, my darling.’ I said.  

 

‘Don’t worry, daddy! You’re beautiful too.’ 

 

I laughed.  

 

He said, ‘I’m not the only one who says you’re beautiful. That man who comes to our house 

every time mummy leaves, also says so. I have seen it when you two are doing that thing 

together, he keeps saying you are beautiful.’  
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Black-Haired 

 

 

As far as I remember I have always been in a triangle, or I’d better say I have always put 

myself in a triangle.  

 

The triangle of me and daddy and mummy since I was a toddler until now: my affection for 

my daddy turned mummy into an enemy.  

 

The triangle of me and the black-haired plump boy and the black-haired skinny boy in my 

favourite primary school. One time, the black-haired plump boy put his arms around my 

shoulders and sang the famous anthem of brotherly love:  

We are two brothers 

We pee instead of one another  

 

The triangle of our house and our school and a new school that was close to our house when 

the Ministry of Education had ordered students to study at the school nearest to their house. 

So, I had to leave my primary school which was my heaven, and go to the new school.  

 

These triangles have continued until now. 

 

Now I am trapped in a dangerous triangle: me, my wife, and her brother 

 

I am constantly perplexed by the fact that I am married to a woman despite my intense love 

for men. My marriage has no justification.  

But why I am attracted to my wife’s brother has a justification: 

He is pale and plump, and his hair is black like ink.  

In this triangle confessing my feelings to my wife’s black-haired brother is extremely 

perilous. I have a few probable scenarios of the outcome: 

 

1. After my confession, brother will tell his sister. And the sister, my wife, will pour acid on me.  

2. After my confession, my black-haired brother-in-law will inform me that my feelings our 

mutual. He will want us to live together which would be horrible as I cannot tolerate any 

human in such a close distance from me.  
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3. After my confession, we will have sex during which we shall be caught by my wife who will 

film it and hand the film to the police. My boy and I will be executed, and my wife will 

commit suicide.  

  

But perhaps I am kidding myself that I even have a choice.  
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Volume Two: Critical Component 
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                                              Introduction 

‘To make things queer is certainly to disturb the order of things.’ 2 

Sara Ahmed 

 

In 2014 when I commenced my doctorate in Literature and Creative Writing, I was aiming to 

create and analyse contemporary queer literature in the context of Iran. For the creative 

component, I managed to create what I initially aimed for; twelve short stories and two 

volumes of poetry exploring the theme of the Iranian queer. When I started my research there 

was not a remarkable body of contemporary Iranian queer literature either in English or in 

Farsi. As an Iranian queer woman, I found myself not only unrepresented, but invisible. 

 

What Is Queerness and How Do We Define the Term ‘Queer’? 

As Jonathan Kemp writes, ‘The term queer was first used in the sense we understand it today 

in 1991, by the North American academic Teresa de Lauretis, when she guest edited the 

feminist journal differences and titled it ‘Queer Theory: Lesbian and Gay Sexualities’.’3 

Defined by David M. Halperin as ‘whatever is at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the 

dominant.’4 In Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, Sara Ahmed uses 

‘queer’ in at least two senses: First, she uses it to describe what is ‘oblique’ or ‘off line’; the 

example for this is ‘the presence of bodies of colour in white spaces’ which is ‘disorienting’ 

and ‘out of line’ to the point that they can ‘queer’ space. Second, she uses queer to refer to 

‘specific sexual practices’ and to those who practice nonnormative sexualities which involves 

a personal and social commitment to ‘live in an oblique world’; and hence are seen as ‘odd, 

 
2 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham and London: Duke University 

Press, 2006), p. 161. 
3 Jonathan Kemp, ‘Queer Past, Queer Present, Queer Future’, Graduate Journal of Social Science, 6 (2009), 3–

22 (p. 3). 
4 David M. Halperin, Saint Foucault: Towards a Gay Hagiography (New York and Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1995), p. 62. 
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bent, twisted’, which according to Ahmed, takes us back to the root of the word ‘queer’, 

Greek for cross, oblique, adverse. Ahmed argues, that the word queer indeed ‘twists’ and this 

twist ‘allows us to move between sexual and social registers, without flattening them or 

reducing them to a single line.’ 5 Therefore Ahmed also builds on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 

definition of ‘queer’: ‘the open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, dissonances and 

resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the constituent elements of anyone's 

gender, of anyone's sexuality aren't made (or can't be made) to signify monolithically.’6 For 

Jack Halberstam queer ‘refers to nonnormative logics and organizations of community, 

sexual identity, embodiment, and activity in space and time.’7 Kemp argues that queerness is 

‘not prescriptive’ ‘it is not being into SM sex, or fisting, or promiscuity’; ‘Queer is about not 

simply imitating the norm but exploring alternatives, and as such it has an inherently political 

motivation that sees sexuality itself as inherently political.’8 

My main focus is nonnormative sexualities and sexual acts in the context of my 

country, Iran – whether these queer acts are taking place in the geographical borders of Iran 

or outside of Iran, by Iranians who are queering space and time, by their racial and sexual 

otherness. Thus, whilst queer is useful for understanding norms and textual practices, I also 

want to return to nonnormative sexualities; my Iranian Queer is about sexual as much as 

textual politics. Whilst writing about queerness in the context of Iran, it is vital not to fall into 

the trap of what Puar defines as homonationalism; when gay liberal rights discourses are 

utilised to (re) produce narratives of progress and modernity in order to oppress and 

demonise specific countries.9  She discusses how the recognition of queer rights becomes part 

of the national project in that queer becomes a marker of the civilised West as opposed to the 

 
  5 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, p. 161. 

  6 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Tendencies (London: Duke University Press, 1993), p. 8. 

  7 Jack Halberstam, In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender bodies, Subcultural Lives (New York: New          

York University Press, 2005), p. 6. 

  8 Jonathan Kemp,‘Queer Past, Queer Present, Queer Future’, p. 12.  
  9 Jasbir K. Puar, ‘Homonationalism As Assamblage: Vital Travels, Affective Sexualities’, Jindal Global Law 

Review, 4.2 (2013), 23–43 (p. 25).  
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barbarian East. Puar also encourages ‘thinking sexuality not as an identity, but as 

assemblages of sensations, affects, and forces.’10 This fluid view towards sexuality is one of 

the key elements of not just my critical component, but also what I aim to express in the 

creative component. The Iranian protagonists of my stories move beyond not only Iranian 

heteronormative gender roles but also Western conceptualisations of nonnormative 

sexualities. In this sense, this whole thesis is an assemblage of sensations, affects, and forces, 

moving through different modes of being and expressing, from creative to critical, from 

poetry to prose, and from writing to translating, all exploring possibilities of queerness, its 

transience and fluidity.  

 

My first encounter with queer literature was an abridged Persian translation of The 

Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) when I was fourteen. At that age, without even having been 

familiar with the concept of queer, I knew there was something anti-normative about the 

infatuation of Basil with Dorian and the way Lord Henry interacted with both of these men. 11 

In retrospect, I realise what mesmerised me about Wilde’s novel was the homoeroticism as 

much as the antinormative masculinities, the ‘oblique’ men who were either too pretty or too 

playful. My second encounter with queer literature was when I was eighteen and found a 

Farsi blog, written under a pseudonym koooootah (meaning short in Farsi)12. In this blog, I 

found well-written postmodernist flash fictions and poetry akin to nothing I had read before 

in Farsi: about intense sensual love between two boys. Later on, I found there were quite a 

few blogs written by Iranian gay men about their nonnormative love lives. I read these blogs 

ferociously and ended up becoming close friends with some of them, including the writer of 

koooootah, Em Kay whose queer flash fictions I have translated into English and I am 

presenting as a small but necessary part of my thesis with the title of The Iranian Queer. 

 
10 Jasbir K. Puar, ‘Homonationalism As Assamblage: Vital Travels, Affective Sexualities’, p. 23. 
11 Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Grey (London: Penguin Classics, 2003[First published in 1890]) 
12 KOOOOOTAH, <https://koooootah.wordpress.com/> (last accessed 01/11/2018) 



 215 

Completing my undergraduate degree in English Literature enabled me to expand my 

passion and knowledge of queer literature. I have been particularly inspired by Audre Lorde, 

Danez Smith, Eileen Myles, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Alan Hollinghurst, Iris Murdoch, Jay 

Bernard, Richard Scott, Jonathan Kemp, Keith Jarrett, Jericho Brown. As diverse and as 

fascinating this set of writers are, none of them wholly represent my queerness and that of 

many other Iranians – especially women. My research led me to find that although there is 

not a body of contemporary queer literature in the context of Iran with Iranian protagonists, 

there is a huge body of literature produced by Iranian women with a focus on Iranian female 

sexuality, outside of Iran since the foundation of Islamic Republic in 1979. These women 

who mostly write memoirs get published in the West in order to avoid the censorship 

imposed by the Ministry of Guidance and Islamic Culture in Iran.  

 

 

 

Chapter Summaries  

The first chapter outlines the modern and contemporary history of Iran within a feminist 

critical framework. It is necessary to have a grasp of the place and rights of women in Iran 

before looking at the literature produced by Iranian women about Iranian womanhood and 

female sexuality. Before moving on to my creative contribution and the analyses of the 

creative contribution of other Iranian women writers regarding Iranian female sexuality, it is 

important to view Iranian women and their sexuality through a historical lens. Thus, I have 

dedicated my first chapter to exploring Iranian womanhood and sexuality in contemporary 

Iran. 

The second chapter explores the representations of postrevolutionary Iranian female 

sexuality through a postcolonial queer lens in the literature produced by Iranian women in the 
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West, with a focus on the creative works of Marjane Satrapi; Persepolis: The Story of a 

Childhood and the Story of a Return (2003), Embroideries (2005), and Chicken with Plums 

(2006). I do an in-depth analysis of Marjane Satrapi’s autobiographical graphic novels 

through a postcolonial and queer lens. Farzaneh Milani’s Hostage Narrative and Judith 

Butler’s Heteronormativity are the bone structure of this chapter.  

The third chapter explores the representations of prerevolutionary Iranian female 

sexuality in the words of Forough Farrokhzad. In this chapter, I also offer a queer reading of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s poems whilst discussing how some of her queer poetry has been 

straightened out by English translation in the West, contextualising it within Adrienne Rich’s 

theory of Compulsory Heterosexuality.  

In my long conclusion, I provide a summary and further analysis of both my critical 

and creative works, whilst moving beyond an exploration of Iranian female sexuality to 

Iranian queerness. I explain in detail why my whole thesis is really an exploration and 

representation of Iranian queerness – with a focus on women. I contextualise my own 

creative work within the body of literature produced by other Iranian women about Iranian 

female sexuality. My conclusion outlines my contribution to the theme and explains in detail 

how my creative work differs from the previous Iranian women writers who have written 

about Iranian female sexuality. What I have learned from some of them and what I have 

attempted to move beyond and challenge 
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Chapter One  

The Effects and Outcomes of the Islamic Revolution in Iran on Iranian Female 

Sexuality 

‘It is quite possible for a work of literature to operate as a war machine […]’13  

Monique Wittig 

 

This chapter examines the effects of the Islamic revolution in 1978 on Iranian women, to 

provide a context to explore the representations of Iranian female sexuality in the creative 

work of Iranian women writers whilst juxtaposing their works with my own creative 

practice which is dealing with the same subject.  

Prior to discussing the representations of Iranian female sexuality in the works of 

Iranian women writers, it is crucial to have a brief outline of both postrevolutionary and 

prerevolutionary Iran in regard to the place of Iranian women, as the Iranian revolution in 

1978 played a pivotal role in shaping contemporary Iranian female sexuality. Without 

acknowledging the political atmosphere of Iran, it would be impossible to have an in-depth 

analysis of its literature.  

 

Historical Context:  

Oppressing women through imposing a dress code has a long history in the world. In Iran, 

female head hair has specifically been politicised and theologised throughout its history by 

men of power.14 Whether or not Iranian women were allowed/forbidden to wear hijab was 

subject to specific political aims and machinations. 

 
13 Monique Wittig, ‘Paradigm’, Homosexualities and French Literature: Cultural Contexts, Critical Texts, eds. 

by Elain Marks and George Stambolian (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1979), p. 114.  
14Ashraf Zahedi, ‘Contested Meaning of the Veil and Political Ideologies of Iranian Regimes’, Journal of 

Middle East Women’s Studies, 3.3 (2007), 75–98 (p. 76). 
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Iranian society was transformed in the twentieth-century when Reza Khan came to 

power in 1925. He established the Pahlavi monarchy and tried to modernise Iran by 

westernising it, emulating Turkey’s Kemal Ataturk.15 Building the University of Tehran and 

banning the veil were among his headline acts. 

The Unveiling (kashf-e hejab) which happened on January 7, 1936 had a direct 

impact on Iranian women. It outraged religious conservatives. Many women refused to 

leave their houses. Violent confrontations followed, but they were all successfully 

suppressed by Reza Shah. Many parents refused to send their daughters to school. And 

many female teachers resigned. However, reformists who were mostly from the educated 

upper and middle classes, welcomed kashf-e hejab; some women revealed their hair and 

some wore European-designed hats. Reza Shah offered many socio-economic opportunities 

to these unveiled, educated women, whilst discriminating against veiled ones.16 Thus, many 

Iranian women used this opportunity to enter society, whilst others chose isolation and 

seclusion. 

In 1941, Reza Shah was forced to abdicate during the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran in 

the Second World War, as he had refused to take sides with the Allies and announced Iran to 

be neutral.17 Reza Shah’s son, Mohammadreza Pahlavi, became the Shah (Farsi for king) of 

Iran in September 1941. He supported women’s emancipation by allowing women to choose 

their own attire and encouraged their public participation. Unlike his father, he did not 

enforce any dress code on women. He stated he was planning to make Iran one of the leading 

powers of the world, to revive the glory of the ancient Persian Empire, and to achieve this 

objective, he viewed women’s assistance crucial. However, it is vital not to have any 

nostalgic delusions about the situation of women in prerevolutionary Iran, as there were still 

 
15 Shahla Haeri, ‘Temporary Marriage and the State in Iran: An Islamic Discourse on Female Sexuality’, Social 

Research (1992), 201–223 (p. 214). 
16 Ashraf Zahedi, ‘Contested Meaning of the Veil and Political Ideologies of Iranian Regimes’, p. 82. 
17 Shaul Bakhash, ‘Britain and the Abdication of Reza Shah’, Middle Eastern Studies, 52.2 (2016), 

<https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00263206.2015.1119122> (last accessed 10/11/2018). 
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many legal and customary restrictions on women, such as not being able to travel or rent 

apartments without the permission of father or husband. Also, male sexist behavior was often 

overwhelming.18 

It is impossible to focus on Iran’s modern history without mentioning 28 Mordad 

coup d’état; on 19 August 1953. The democratically elected Prime Minister Mohammad 

Mosaddegh was overthrown by the UK and US (Operation Boot and Operation Ajax), as he 

sought to nationalise oil.19 In December 1953, Mosaddegh was convicted of treason by the 

Shah’s military court, and was imprisoned for three years. He spent the remainder of his life 

under house arrest. Many Mosaddegh supporters were either imprisoned or received the 

death penalty.20 This strengthened the monarchy and mythologised Mosaddegh – who is 

still considered one of Iran’s national heroes.  

In 1963, Mohammad Reza Shah launched a national referendum called Enghelab-e 

Sefid (The White Revolution) in order to modernise Iran, through which he meant to 

support women and peasants thus strengthening his monarchy.21 5,598,711 people voted for 

the reforms, and 4,115 voted against the reforms.22 According to this referendum, women 

had the right to initiate divorce and to vote.  

The influential Shia clergies (mullahs), specifically Ayatollah Khomeini, expressed 

intense disapproval of this referendum, and called its focus on women’s rights anti-Islamic: 

‘By granting voting rights to women, the government has disregarded Islam and has caused 

anxiety among the Ulama and other Muslims.’23 

 
18 Valentine M Moghadam, ‘Gender and Revolutionary Transformation: Iran 1979 and East Central Europe 

1989’, Gender and Society, 9.3 (1995), 328–58 (p. 341). 
19William Roger Louis, Ends of British Imperialism: The Scramble for Empire, Suez, Decolonization (London: 

I.B. Tauris, 2006), p. 775.  
20 Ervand Abrahamian, Iran Between Two Revolutions (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), p. 280. 
21 Said Amir Arjomand, The Turban for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1988), pp. 72-73.  
22 Mohsen M Milani, The Making of Iran’s Islamic Revolution (Colorado: Westview Press, 1988), p. 85. 
23 From Khomeini’s telegram sent to the Shah on 9 October 1962 (also mentioned in Azadeh Kian, ‘Islamic 

Feminism in Iran: A New Form of Subjugation or the Emergence of Agency?’ (Critique Internationale, 2010), 
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Although 99% of people voted in favour of the referendum, Khomeini vehemently 

condemned it. He reiterated that the government was acting in favour of external forces to 

annihilate Islam and Muslims. He shed light on the difficulties the working class was 

struggling with, and gradually became the figurehead of Islamic values and the welfare of 

the working class. Khomeini cunningly made adherence to Islam an integral part of Iranian 

independence from the West. ‘In the interests of the Jews, America and Israel, we must be 

jailed and killed; we must be sacrificed to the evil intentions of foreigners.’ 24 By employing 

an anti-Semitic rhetoric, and constantly calling Shah the ‘puppet of the West’ he labelled 

Mohammad Reza Shah’s modernization efforts not only anti-Islamic, but also anti-

nationalistic.  

In 1976, 43.5 percent of urban women could read and write. Women’s college 

enrolment increased to 79 percent from 1971 to 1978. These improvements paved the way 

for women’s autonomy, thereby threatening the traditional Islamic family structure and 

patriarchy. It greatly upset the traditional merchants, bazari, whose whole business 

revolved around selling veils (chador). The fact that educated men and women had to 

compete in the capitalist market made the modern woman a menace. 25 

Khomeini was absolutely right in stating that these steps towards emancipation of 

Iranian women unsettled the Ulama and traditional Muslim families. However, it is 

noteworthy that when Khomeini needed women’s votes and participation to empower the 

Islamic revolution, he delivered a drastically different speech: ‘Women have the right to 

intervene in politics. It is their duty. Islam is a political religion. In Islam, everything, even 

 
<https://www.sciencespo.fr/ceri/sites/sciencespo.fr.ceri/files/ci_feminism_iran_ak.pdf> (last accessed: 

10/10/2018). 
24 Shaul Bakhash, The Reign of the Ayatollahs: Iran and the Islamic Revolution (London: I.B. Tauris & Co., 

1985) pp. 28-37. 
25 Valentin M. Moghadam, ‘Gender and Revolutionary Transformation: Iran 1979 and East Central Europe 

1989’, Gender and Society, 9.3 (1995), 328–358 (p. 340).  
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prayer, is political.’26 This shift of approach towards women is a vivid manifestation of 

Khomeini’s Machiavellian tactics. He constantly valorised his words by claiming them to 

be Islamic, hence godly.  

The Shah, a secular so-called Muslim himself, never took the Islamic tendencies of the 

masses seriously, considering Marxism the only threat to his reign.27  This is also one of the 

reasons why the only oppositional force that survived the Shah’s suppressing system, namely 

SAVAK, Shah’s secret police, was the Ulama and their Islamic values and discourses. 

However, as Khomeini had been exiled to Iraq since 1964, his influence over the 

masses was fading, until the government’s newspaper Ettelaat published a disparaging article 

about him in January 1978, which led to demonstrations in Qom (the holy city of Iran). A 

confrontation with the authorities led to a number of deaths. And the mourning ceremonies 

for the dead led to more clashes and demonstrations. In February 1978, mourning ceremonies 

for the Qom dead were observed in half-a-dozen cities. Unlike the previous protests that were 

led by the socialist intelligentsia, in which universities merely asked in writing for 

reformations within the constitution, this new phase of the opposition movements was 

revolutionary, radical, and mosque-led, treating Khomeini as the leader of the opposition, and 

openly calling for an Islamic government.28 It is worth mentioning that in 1970 the increase 

in oil revenues widened the gap between the rich and the poor, which added to the fury of the 

masses.29 In these intense protests women participated as much as men, especially those from 

the working-class and traditional backgrounds who were rightfully worried about their 

economic deprivation, and felt discriminated against middle-class and modern-looking 

women who had access to education, and thereby well-paid jobs. After a year of clashes, 

 
26 Ayatollah Khomeini’s sermon on 19 September 1979, in Sahifeh Nur, Vol. 9, p. 136.  
27 Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiani, ‘The Crisis of Secular politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran’, Social Text, 38 

(1994), 51–84 (p. 57). 
28 Ali Mirsepassi- Ashtiani, ‘The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran’, pp. 14-15. 
29 Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiani, ‘The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran’, p. 58.  
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street protests, and demonstrations, the Shah was overthrown in February 1979. And Iran 

became the Islamic Republic of Iran.  

Although this revolution wouldn’t have been possible without the vast contribution 

and assistance from Iranian women, especially, the poor, Communists, nationalists and 

Islamists, once it was solidified in February 1979, women paid the highest price. Even 

though, the condition of Iranian women before the revolution, during the reign of the 

Pahlavi monarchy, was far from ideal, the Islamic Republic of Iran worsened their 

situation, mainly by implementing Islamic laws, such as hejab (the Farsi term for hijab). 

However, this was a gradual process and did not take place overnight. 

The first calls to hejab were made in February 1979, when Ayatollah Khomeini stated 

he preferred to see women in modest Islamic dress. This alone infuriated and alarmed many 

women, therefore induced the formation of a powerful but massively divided women’s 

movement. Little support for the women’s rallies came from the principal political groups. 

These protests resulted in hejab being revoked. However, this only lasted until the defeat of 

the Left and the liberals in 1980 and their complete omission in 1981 when the empowered 

Islamists managed to make hejab mandatory.30 This was done in two phases: first, only 

female government employees were required to wear hejab, and those who refused were 

fired. The second phase encompassed all Iranian women, including any girl older than 

nine.31   

As shown through the history of Iran, during the reign of Reza Shah, unveiling was a 

tool to depict a modern and westernised image of Iran, and in postrevolutionary Iran, hejab is 

still a tool, but with the opposite aim: to portray an authentic and autonomous picture of Iran 

for the outside world. 

 
30 Valentin M Moghadam, ‘Gender and Revolutionary Transformation: Iran 1979 and East Central Europe 

1989’, p. 341. 
31 Ashraf Zahedi, ‘Contested Meaning of the Veil and Political Ideologies of Iranian Regimes’, Journal of 

Middle East Women’s Studies, 3.3 (2007), 75–98 (p. 80). 
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Hejab 

Hijab remains a controversial issue, dividing scholarship on feminism and Islam. 

Many feminists such as Marnia Lazreg argue that veiling ‘disempowers’ women and it is 

‘fundamentally unfair’. 32 

In her controversial book Nomad, Ayaan Hirsi Ali, a Somali politician and ex 

Muslim, calls the Muslim veil a manifestation of ‘mental slavery’:  

The veil deliberately marks women as private and restricted property, 

nonperson. The veil sets women apart from men and apart from the world; it 

restrains them, confines them, grooms them for docility […] It is the mark of a 

kind of apartheid, not the domination of a race but of a sex.33 

 

Another group of feminists, such as Joan Wallach Scott and Jacqueline Rose, argue that 

labelling the veil as a means of oppression oppresses women who have chosen to wear hijab. 

In her book The Politics of the Veil, Scott claims that criticising the concept of veiling is 

nothing but a colonial legacy and a means of racism.34 Yet many of the strong opponents of 

hijab are women of colour themselves with Muslim heritage - such as Marnia Lazreg, Ayaan 

Hirsi Ali, Mona Eltehawy, and Nawal El Saadawi.  

In her book Questioning the Veil, Lazreg calls ‘the normalization of the veil’, 

‘deadly’.35 In the same book, she argues that the lived experiences of women of colour who 

claim to feel oppressed by their veil are being dismissed by being labelled ‘westernized’. 

I would like to add that it is understandable why many are reluctant to question Islam 

in regard to women’s rights; they do not wish to contribute to the Western right-wing 

propaganda that justifies the invasion of Muslim countries under the pretext of ‘Muslim 

women’s liberation’. The American invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan being the most recent 

and frightening examples. In fact, this is precisely what happened with Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s 

 
32 Marnia Lazreg, Questioning the Veil (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), p. 6. 
33 Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Nomad: A Personal Journey Through the Clash of Civilizations (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2010), p. 16. 
34 Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of the Veil (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), pp.70-72 
35 Marnia Lazreg, Questioning the Veil, p. 5.  
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critique of Islam. The critique has been hijacked by the American right wing to pour more 

fuel into the fire of white hatred towards the people of the Middle East, with the simplistic 

assumption that all Middle Easterners must be Muslims. Thereby, when questioning Islam, 

it is vital not to dehumanise Muslims whilst pinpointing the misogynistic and homophobic 

side of Islam, notwithstanding the fact that this is the problem that all the Abrahamic faiths 

share. 

Even to this day, many Iranian women are still criticising and questioning the 

compulsory and even non-compulsory hejab. Below is a vivid account of an ‘invitation’ to 

hejab recounted by the Iranian Nobel Peace Prize winner, Shirin Ebadi: 

The head-scarf ‘invitation’ was the first warning that this revolution might eat 

its sisters, which was what women called one another while agitating for the 

shah’s overthrow. Imagine the scene, just days after the revolution’s victory. A 

man named Fatollah Bani-Sadr was appointed provisional overseer of the 

Ministry of Justice. Still flush with pride, a group of us chose a clear, breezy 

afternoon to descend on his office and congratulate him. We filed into the 

room, and many warm greetings and flowery congratulations were exchanged. 

Then Bani-Sadr’s eyes fell on me. I expected he might thank me, or express 

how much it meant to him that a committed female judge such as myself had 

stood with the revolution. Instead, he said, ‘Don’t you think that out of respect 

for our beloved Imam Khomeini, who has graced Iran with his return, it would 

be better if you covered your hair?’ 36 

 

As seen above, many educated and successful women, such as Ebadi, initially chose 

Khomeini’s revolution over the Shah’s kingdom. This is interesting as Khomeini employed a 

misogynous discourse even before the success of the revolution. Not long after the revolution 

it became common knowledge that women had ‘lost honour’ during the Pahlavi era due to 

Pahlavis’ modernization methods. 37 Islamists believed that ‘genuine Iranian cultural identity’ 

had been distorted by westernization, or as Jalal Ale Ahmad’s influential book was called 

 
36 Shirin Ibadi and Azadeh Moaveni, Iran Awakening: One Woman’s Journey to Reclaim Her Life and Country 

(New York: Random House Trade Paperbacks, 2007), p. 39. 
37 Valentin M Moghadam, ‘Gender and Revolutionary Transformation: Iran 1979 and East Central Europe 

1989’, p. 342.  
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gharbzadegi – the closest translation and equivalent for this term would be 

‘westoxification’.38 

Some people defended the legal imposition of hejab as a shield to protect women from 

male harassment (which was a common phenomenon even before the revolution), however, 

in practice, it was not a weapon against male sexism, but a powerful tool to negate female 

sexuality, thereby protecting men. Ali Shariati, one of the popular intellectuals behind the 

Islamic revolution, had already introduced the perfect role model for Iranian women: Hazrat–

e Fatemeh – daughter of the Prophet Muhammad.39 Indeed, the most famous and celebrated 

book by this Sorbonne-educated Islamic sociologist is called Fatemeh Fatemeh Ast (Fatemeh 

Is Fatemeh).  

Imposing hejab not only limited women’s physical activities and controlled their 

appearance, it also induced and concretised gender segregation and gender roles. However, 

mandatory hejab was only one of the restrictions on women after the revolution, in the words 

of Valentine M. Moghadam:  

The Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) banned women from serving as judges, 

discouraged women lawyers from participating […] it repealed legislation, 

known as the Family Protection Act of 1967 and 1973, which had restricted 

polygamy, raised the age of marriage for girls, and allowed women the right to 

divorce […] it waged a massive ideological campaign that celebrated Islamic 

values and deintegrated the West, extolled women’s family roles, and 

championed hejab…40 

 

It is worth pointing out that not all the Islamic laws are actually applied to all the 

individuals. Although, Iran is not a democracy, it is not a police state either.41 Therefore, 

despite the fact that many Islamic doctrines became the formal laws of the country after the 

 
38 Ali Mirsepassi-Ashtiani, ‘The Crisis of Secular Politics and the Rise of Political Islam in Iran’, p.61. 
39 Valentin M Moghadam, ‘Gender and Revolutionary Transformation: Iran 1979 and East Central Europe 

1989’, p. 342.  
40 Valentine M Moghadam, ‘Islamic Feminism and its Discontents: Toward a Resolution of the Debate’, Signs, 

27.4 (2002), 1135–1171 (p. 1137). 
41 Gunes Murat Tezcur and Taghi Azadarmaki, ‘Religiosity and Islamic Rule in Iran’, Journal for the Scientific 

Study of Religion, 47.2 (2008), 211–224 (p. 214). 
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revolution, they are seldom applied to ordinary apolitical citizens. Thus, despite Valentine 

Moghadam’s historical arguments and evidence, I argue that she is one of the thinkers who 

offer a completely hopeless depiction of women’s status in Iran. For instance, there are 

many successful female lawyers, engineers, shopkeepers, merchants, dentists, doctors, 

surgeons, directors, artists, and professors working in the Islamic Republic of Iran. There 

are other feminist thinkers, such as Fereshteh Ahmadi, Azadeh Kian, and Elahi Rostami 

Povey who have argued in favour of the Islamic Revolution and discuss how Iranian 

women have prospered under the current regime. These thinkers valorise what the Iranian 

reformists (also known as leftists, and moderates) have been doing for women’s rights and 

freedom of speech. Povey believes:  

Since the 1990s reformers or Islamist modernists, known as Roshanfekrane 

Dini (Religious New Thinkers) have played an important role in struggling 

against the monopoly of religious power by conservative leaders. They have 

argued strongly for modernism, tolerance and democracy, from within the 

context of their indigenous culture, including their Islamic heritage, and in 

doing so have won the support of many secular people. 42 

 

The question that emerges from such a statement is that: what other choices do the 

Iranian secular people have if they don’t ‘support’ the reformists as opposed to the 

conservatives? For ‘many secular people’ the reformists are merely the lesser of two evils, 

not a separate and desirable ideology outside the Islamic system, and certainly not drastically 

different from the conservative ideology either.  In the words of Haideh Moghissi: 

It is important not to have any delusions about the agenda 

of the Muslim reformers on issues of women’s rights. The 

difference between the conservatives and the reformists 

regarding issues of women’s rights and concerns is only a 

matter of degree, and not substance. 43 

 

It needs to be acknowledged that female reformists and Islamic feminists such 

as Faezeh Hashemi Rafsanjani and Azam Taliqani, whose fathers are on top of the 

 
42 Elaheh Rostami Povey, Women, Power and Politics in 21st Century Iran (Ashgate Publishing, 2012), p. 4. 
43 Haideh Moghissi, ‘Islamic Cultural Nationalism and Gender Politics in Iran’ Third World Quarterly, 29.3 

(2008), 541–554 (p. 551).  



 227 

food chain of the Islamic regime with increasingly questionable reputations (including 

serial killing and theft), have been outspoken about the importance of women’s rights. 

Faezeh, an athlete herself, has stated on numerous occasions that women have to be 

able to cycle in public, as there is nowhere in the Quran that says women aren’t 

allowed to cycle.44 

Whilst it would be unjust and incorrect to overlook the miniscule changes the Iranian 

reformists have made in terms of women’s rights, still Iranian women are not allowed to 

appear in public without hejab. Although it is worth pointing out that their hejab now 

consists of a loose shawl, revealing their hair, and a fashionable manteau. Their hejab has 

become a fascinating caricature of veiling.  

In her book, Women, Power, and Politics in 21st Century Iran (2012), Povey ‘urge’s 

‘Western feminists’ to resist ‘falling into the trap’ that Islam is incompatible with the 

principles of gender equality and democracy.45 

By claiming that only ‘Western’ feminists have questioned Islam in regard to 

women’s rights, Povey and the likes of her are dismissing the objection of many 

postcolonial non-white non-western feminists who have questioned the difficult 

relationship between women and Islam, mostly because they have experienced Islam first 

hand, namely Marnia Lazreg.  

However, it is fair to acknowledge that the Iranian reformists, despite being part of 

the system, have also loosened the restrictions on the situation of women whenever they 

have gained power, for instance, in 1997 when Mohammad Khatami won the presidential 

election, and the rivalry between the conservatives and the reformists became more intense. 

Throughout Khatami’s eight years of presidency, women started to dress in a looser and 

more relaxed manner and enjoyed a more pronounced presence in public.  

 
44 Azadeh Kian, ‘Women and Politics in Post-Islamist Iran: The Gender Conscious Drive to Change’, British 

Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 24.1 (1997), 75–96 (pp. 81-88). 
45Elaheh Rostami Povey, Women, Power and Politics in 21st Century Iran, p. 8. 
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This enabled many Muslim feminists, such as Ziba Mir-Hosseini to thoroughly 

exonerate Islam and Quranic rules by solely holding the Islamic government accountable for 

the violation of Iranian women’s rights. What these Islamic feminists ask for is a new 

‘interpretation’ and a ‘feminist reading of the Quran’; Ziba Mir-Hosseini even goes as far as 

claiming that the Quran has an ‘egalitarian message’ that needs to be uncovered.46 

Understandably it would be difficult, if not impossible, to claim that the Quran is 

particularly against gender inequality when it is filled with simple yet decisive lines such 

as:  

Men are the protectors and maintainers of women, because Allah has given the 

one more (strength) than the other, and because they support them from their 

means. Therefore the righteous women are devoutly obedient, and guard in 

(the husband’s) absence what Allah would have them guard. As to those 

women on whose part ye fear disloyalty and ill-conduct, admonish them 

(first), (next) refuse to share their beds, (and last) beat them (lightly); but if 

they return to obedience, seek not against them means (of annoyance): for 

Allah is Most High, Great above you all.47 

 

It is understandable that straightforward statements like this have made it difficult to 

‘uncover the egalitarian message’ that Islamic feminists, such as Mir-Hosseini have been 

awaiting, for decades.  

As this chapter discusses the effects of Islamic Revolution on Iranian female 

sexuality, it is worth pointing out that the legal sect in Iran is Shia Islam, not Sunni. This 

makes Iran more of a niche, as the majority of Muslims are Sunni. Despite the historical 

fact that Shia and Sunni Muslims have been antagonising and challenging each other since 

the death of Prophet Muhammad in 632 AD over who was his genuine successor, in regard 

to women, these two sects have more similarities than they would like to admit; they both 

treat women and homosexuals in similar ways, they both believe in the holiness of the 

 
46 Ziba Mir-Hosseini, ‘Muslim Women’s Quest for Equality: Between Islamic Law and Feminism’, Critical 

Inquiry, 32.4 (2006), 629–645 (p. 642). 
47 The Holy Quran, English trans. by Abdullah Yusuf Ali, Sura An-Nisaa 4:34, p. 93. 
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Quran, and the prophet Muhammad, the infallible rule of Allah (Tawhid), and hijab. As 

Shahla Haeri points out:  

Although Shi’i legal texts devote extensive attention to such matters as 

marriage, divorce and custody of children, they have remained virtually silent 

on issues of female sexuality.48 

This silence has negated Iranian female sexuality. This method of erasure is similar to 

the way with which our previous president, Mahmood Ahmadinejad, denied the existence 

of homosexuals, when asked in Columbia University in September 2007 why gay people 

should be executed in Iran. He sufficed to say, ‘we don’t execute gay people, because we 

don’t have homosexuals in Iran, like you do in your country.’ He used the derogatory and 

old-fashioned term for homosexual ‘hamjensbaz’, which etymologically means ‘player with 

same sex’, instead of using the modern and correct translation hamjensgaraa, which 

translates into someone who is inclined towards same sex. Moments after being booed by 

the audience, when asked about the status of Iranian women, he replied, ‘It’s not a crime to 

be a woman. In Iran women are truly respected, because they are the best creatures of 

God.’49 This time nobody booed him for his conspicuous lie and benevolent sexism.  

However, it was not just the implementation of Islamic laws that had a brutal impact 

on the status of Iranian women. The revolution also brought war. Before the revolution, the 

Iranian army was amongst the top five most powerful armies in the world, yet after the 

revolution it was considerably weakened. Saddam Hussein used this opportunity to 

materialise his long-term goal: invasion of Iran. This devastating war lasted between 1980 

to 1988. The war itself became an impediment to the debates about the situation of women, 

as the regime used it as a pretext to neglect women’s issues.50 

 

 

 
48 Shahla Haeri, ‘Temporary Marriage and the State in Iran: An Islamic discourse on Female Sexuality’, p. 210. 
49 [Ahmadinejad on the treatment of women and homosexuals]. YouTube, uploaded by [seethroughit], 

24/09/2007 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xou92apNN4o> [Last accessed: 01/10/2018]  
50 Azadeh Kian, ‘Women and Politics in Post-Islamist Iran: The Gender Conscious Drive to Change’, p. 78. 
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My Creative Work: (Re) Writing Iranian Women’s Sexuality  

Through my creative work, I am aiming to achieve a realistic depiction of the lives of 

Iranian queer women in contemporary Iran. While I agree with some of the theories 

discussed so far, I have come to the conclusion that most thinkers and artists alike have a 

black and white approach towards the question of Iranian women. Most of them, such as 

Valentine M. Moghadam and Shirin Ebadi, avoid giving any redeeming qualities to the 

revolution and acknowledging the progress of women in certain areas, and the problem 

with Elaheh Rostami Povey, Fereshteh Ahmadi, and Ziba Mir-hosseini is that they 

romanticise the role of Islam and Iranian women’s struggle and hardships, therefore they 

fetishise the Orient.  

In both my research and practice, I offer an exploration oscillating between these two 

poles which have found their way from the academic milieu to popular culture and in the 

media. Accessible books such as Azadeh Moaveni’s Lipstick Jihad (2005), and Ramita 

Navai’s The City of Lies: Love, Sex, Death and the Search for Truth in Tehran (2014), are 

hardly realistic representations of Iranian society and sexualites, despite the fact that Ramita 

Navai, a British journalist who left Iran at the age of 5 claims to deliver the ‘truth’ about 

Tehran because she has interviewed a handful of Iranians to write this book which depicts a 

monolithic portrayal of Tehran and the lives of its denizens. Even a more explorative work, 

such as Maryam Keshavrz’s movie Circumstance (2011) has the same moral message to an 

extent, except that this time the focus is mostly on Iranian lesbians. According to this film, 

there is only pain and misery for Iranian lesbians.  

Indeed, I argue this is the principal issue with these pieces: they contain a moral 

message, in fact they all boil down to a moralising, as opposed to more neutral realism. And 

I believe this is what makes both my creative and academic work stand out: I am not 

interested in offering advice and moral messages. My short stories aren’t old-fashioned 
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parables, favouring The States over Iran, they are vivid slices of the lives of modern Iranian 

women dealing with their anti-normative sexuality with amusing and sometimes tragic 

consequences. For example, the protagonist of my short story Soho, does not really have 

AIDS, she thinks she has it only because of her own internal conflicts and religious 

upbringing which is in contradiction with her sensual lifestyle and sexual appetite. The 

homosexual anti-hero of my story in Tehran Yaoi does not get executed or even arrested, he 

parties hard and seduces beautiful men, and is worried about being stained by politics. 

Tehran Yaoi, Caspian and Shiraz Rains contain tangible descriptions of male 

homosexuality within the geographical borders of Iran. In these stories, no one gets arrested 

or executed. 

In my realist stories, I have also depicted how these compulsory Islamic laws and 

norms are being ridiculed by the queer population of this complex country. My short story 

God’s Mistake is about a university student whose exploration of sexuality in Tehran is 

being policed and limited, not exactly by the government, but by her mother – who is a law-

abiding Humanities professor. In this story, and another story of mine, Spoilt, I have subtly 

depicted how the government controls women’s sexuality, not necessarily by actively 

policing them, but by promoting and normalising an Islamic rhetoric about female 

sexuality, and making even the most educated members of the society fearful of committing 

any sins. I am also interested in exploring the psychological effects of religious 

indoctrination on the modern Iranian psyche, rather than announcing the litany of the 

Islamic Republic of Iran’s political prisoners. 

My creative work has been written both against and towards some of the Iranian 

writers, in an attempt to present a more nuanced picture than that of the people who are 

simply oppressed by the Islamic government. In this way, although my work is political, I 

do not hold any hope for liberating the country from any particular regime, but to present 
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truthfully how people’s lives continue under these circumstances. In doing so, I have tried 

to avoid the trope of the oriental victim who is in desperate need of being rescued and 

liberated by the West. Some of my protagonists are not even meant to be likeable, quite the 

contrary, they are narcissistic, manipulative, smug, snobbish and solipsistic. I have not 

created them in order to ignite pity in the hearts of my audience but to show individuals and 

their nonnormative sexualities. My practice is not about perpetuating the political agendas 

of either The United States or Iran, but to portray how Iranian queers live within this 

reality. I am posing questions and exploring the grey territory of the real, there is nothing to 

pity, and no answers from me.  
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Chapter Two 

Hostage Narrative, Heteronormativity, and The Construction of ‘the Iranian woman’ 

in Iranian Women’s Writing in Postrevolutionary Iran: The Case of Marjane Satrapi: 

Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, Embroideries, and 

Chicken with Plums  

 

‘[…] all cultures are involved in one another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, 

heterogenous, extraordinarily differentiated, and unmonolithic.’51 

Edward Said 

 

As elaborated in the introduction and chapter one, there is a huge body of literature 

produced by Iranian women outside Iran after the Iranian Revolution. These women who 

mostly write memoirs get published in the West in order to avoid the censorship imposed by 

the Ministry of Guidance and Islamic Culture in Iran. The most famous and possibly 

entertaining of this group is Marjane Satrapi. Azar Nafisi, Azadeh Moaveni, and Ramita 

Navai are other well-known names. One of the common threads in all the books written by 

these women is the blatant political message that Iranian women are always victims in 

postrevolutionary Iran.  

Farzaneh Milani, the renowned Iranian scholar has coined a term to define this ‘new 

literary subgenre’: ‘hostage narrative’, offers ‘arrested representations’ that are ‘fixed’ 

‘frozen’ ‘dehumanised’ ‘immobilised’ and ‘caged images of reality that is perpetually 

moving and shifting’, hostage narrative ‘generalises’ ‘simplifies’ and ‘flattens’ by portraying 

Iranian women as victims thereby dismissing their ‘contributions’ to Iranian culture.52 Hamid 

 
51 Edward W Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993), p. 23. 
52 Farzaneh Milani, Words, Not Swords: Iranian Women Writers and the Freedom of Movement (Syracuse, 

N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2011), p. 25. 
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Dabashi calls this genre ‘selective memory’. Dabashi argues that these books that are usually 

in the form of memoir have become prevalent in the US market since the announcement of 

the American war on terrorism. In such a genre, Iran and ‘everything Iranian’ is not only 

homogenised but also demonised.53 Milani also argues that in such a narrative, an Iranian 

woman has absolutely no agency; due to her geographical location, she is merely a victim 

who is constantly abused by Iranian men and authorities. I have noticed that in many of these 

stories, in some of Marjane Satrapi’s, for instance, this victimised protagonist only reaches 

salvation after reaching the west and finding a relationship with a white man, which evokes 

Gayatri Spivak’s famous formula, ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’.54 

This also leads us to another common thread in most of this literature, which I consider 

to be both my scholarly and creative contribution: I argue that in this literature 

representations of Iranian womanhood and sexuality are extremely heteronormative. In the 

second preface that Judith Butler added to Gender Trouble in 1999, she states that she mainly 

uses the word ‘normative’ ‘to describe the mundane violence performed by certain kinds of 

gender ideals’, but this term ‘also pertains to ethical justification’.55 Sara Ahmed explains 

Butler’s definition of heteronormativity as the repetition of the heterosexual narrative until it 

becomes the norm.56 Both Ahmed and Butler argue that heteronormativity is blind to queer 

love and loss.57 No wonder that there is not even a queer minor character in these books. 

Indeed, ironically, the Iran they have portrayed in their literature is akin to the Iran that 

Ahmadinejad describes: Iranian homosexuals simply do not exist.  

 
53 Hamid Dabashi, ‘Native Informers and the Making of the American Empire’, Al-Ahram Weekly, 797 (2006). 

<https://web.archive.org/web/20080110012256/http://weekly.ahram.org.eg/2006/797/special.htm> (last 

accessed: 25/11/2018). 
54 Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, Social Theory: The Multicultural and Classic 

Readings Colonial Discourse and Post-Colonial Theory: A Reader (1988) (p. 93). 
55 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 11. 
56 Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (Edinburgh: Edinburg University Press, 2013), p. 145. 
57 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, p. 91. 
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In this chapter, I explore hostage narratives, class, heteronormativity and the 

construction of ‘Iranian woman’ in the works of Marjane Satrapi; Persepolis: The Story of a 

Childhood and The Story of a Return (2003), Embroideries (2005), and Chicken with Plums 

(2006).  

Persepolis was originally published in French in two volumes as Persepolis 1 and 

Persepolis 2 by L’Association, Paris in 2000 and 2001. It was first published in English by 

Jonathan Cape in 2003. After being translated into numerous languages including English, 

Persepolis has sold over a million copies worldwide.  

Since the late nineties there has been a significant rise in autobiographical books about 

Iran by Iranian women, so much so that it is currently a popular genre in the West. These 

books often focus on Iranian women’s victimhood while offering a homogenously dark 

monolith of Iran and Iranian women’s status. Some of the most prominent examples are: 

Azar Nafisi’s Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books (2003), Ramita Navai’s City of 

Lies: The Truth about Sex and Death in Tehran (2014), Azadeh Moaveni’s Lipstick Jihad: A 

Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America and American in Iran (2005), Tara Bahrampour’s 

To See and See Again: A Life in Iran and America (1999).  

Marjane Satrapi and her numerous admirers – also including some academics such as 

Amy Malek – claim that she has depicted a ‘different and new’ image of Iran and Iranian 

women. 58  I also aim to examine to what extent this claim is correct.  

 

‘New Image of Iran’? 

The protagonist of Persepolis who has been hailed as ‘bright’ ‘passionate’ ‘rebellious’59 

and ‘complex’60 by many journalists and academics alike including Debbie Notkin, Simon 

 
58Amy Malek, ‘Memoir as Iranian Exile Cultural Production: A Case Study of Marjane Satrapi’s ‘Persepolis’ 

Series’ Iranian Studies, 39.3 (2006), 353–380 (p. 378). 
59Simon Hattenstone, ‘Interview: Confessions of Miss Mischief,’ The Guardian (2008), 

<https://www.theguardian.com/film/2008/mar/29/biography> (last accessed: 10/10/2018) 
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Hattenstone, and Babak Elahi, is a hyper privileged, heteronormative, and average woman 

who keeps simplifying the reason behind the complicated Iranian Revolution: her favourite 

‘maid’ could not marry the man of her dreams because they were from different social 

classes. This overt simplification of the complex politics of Iran is abundant in Persepolis. 

With the graphic novels of artists such as Alison Bechdel, Art Spiegelman, Julie Maroh, 

and Nick Drnaso, comics are no longer considered to be simplistic narratives and have been 

taken more seriously over the past decade.  

As in similar autobiographies from Iranian women writers, Satrapi makes her narrator 

a victim of her surroundings, thereby creating the narrative of a politics of rescue.61 It 

seems the only reason her protagonist in Persepolis, Marji has been lauded for ‘rebelling’ 

against the Iranian regime is because she listens to popular Western music and puts up 

posters of Kim Wilde on her walls. The way rebellion has been defined in her books is by 

exploiting anything the Iranian regime deems illegal, including revealing a bit of hair whilst 

having a headscarf on her head. It is worth pointing out that Persepolis is set in a certain 

period of time in Iran, but despite this cannot wholly speak for Iran after the revolution, as 

Iran is an extremely contingent country, both politically and culturally. Some of the 

organisations she depicts in Persepolis are non-existent at the moment, for instance komite.  

In one of her interviews Satrapi states that one is not able to have a ‘normal life’62 in 

Iran. She does not go as far as defining ‘normal’, if by normal she means normative, then 

that is actually something one can easily achieve in the Islamic Republic of Iran. By 

‘normal’ she obviously does not mean nonnormative, queer, and this dismissal of the 

Iranian queers and other social classes in Iran is characteristic of all her works.  

 
60 Babak Elahi, ‘Frames and Mirrors in Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis’, symploke, 15.1 (2007), 312–325 (p. 315). 
61Leigh Gilmore and Elizabeth Marshall, ‘Girls in Crisis: Rescue and Transnational Feminist Autobiographical 

Resistance’, Feminist Studies, 36.3(2010), 667– 690 (p. 685). 
62 For unknown reasons this interview has been removed from You Tube in 2018, however, this is the original 

link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x9ux4J17o8U 
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Despite her claims of creating new images of Iran, Persepolis is actually very similar 

to many other pieces of writing about Iran. Particularly, in the clichéd dichotomy between 

the ‘evil fundamentalist government’ on one side, and ‘rebellious, innocent Persians’ on the 

other. In one of the parties portrayed in Iran, the bearded guardians of the revolution attack 

young clean-shaven men with the flag of The United States imprinted on their t-shirts, and 

one of these boys, Nima, dies whilst escaping from the Islamic police. This incident 

convinces Marji to leave Iran for good. In fact, by illustrating these monolithic images of 

groups rather than individuals, Marjane Satrapi manages to create personas and types as 

opposed to individuals and characters. The majority of her characters fall into one of these 

four categories:  

1. Dark-bearded men who are ready to lynch other people for the Islamic 

revolution. 

2. Snake-figured women in chador who will attack any woman with a loose 

hijab. 

3. Clean-shaven men who oppose the revolution and are all sweet and gentle 

and pro-women, the most visible of them being Marji’s father. 

4.  Feeble, tearful, well-dressed, made-up women who are frightened of the 

revolution and its outcomes, the most pronounced one of them being Marji’s mother. 

By reproducing these personas as opposed to creating genuine characters, Satrapi fails 

to offer nuanced characterization of real Iranians with interesting contradictions and their 

stance on their revolution, including the many socialist intellectuals and antireligious 

people who did not want to live under an ancient monarchy.  
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Social Class  

Critics have paid little attention to class in Satrapi’s work. I argue that attention to class 

politics is vital for understanding Satrapi’s construction of ‘the Iranian woman’ and Iranian 

female sexuality. Satrapi’s maternal great-grandfather was Nasser-al-Din Shah, Persian 

emperor from 1848 to 1896, and her grandfather was a Qajar prince.63 This might explain 

why Satrapi glorifies Iran’s past and the Persian Empire and has created a dichotomy 

between Iran during and after its monarchies, portraying the former as the golden era, and 

the latter as the dark period of Iran.  

In the opening of her most famous book Persepolis (2003), there is a one-page 

introduction which explains and simplifies Iran’s history for the Western audiences: ‘The 

Shah stayed on the throne until 1979, when he fled Iran to escape the Islamic revolution. 

Since then, this old and great civilization has been discussed mostly in connection with 

fundamentalism, fanaticism, and terrorism.’64 It is worth pointing out that the ‘great 

civilization’ she is lamenting and has descended from was ruled by one of the most 

bloodthirsty kings, Mohammad Khan Qajar who demolished cities, slaughtered entire 

populations, and blinded around 20,000 men in Kerman because they were defending their 

city against his invasion.65 Satrapi’s monarchist roots might explain why in all her 

creations, especially Persepolis, there is blatant rage towards the poor who found positions 

of power and changed their social class after the Islamic revolution. For instance, in 

Persepolis 1 when Marj’s aunt’s husband dies after being denied a visa to travel to England 

in order to have open heart surgery, Marji’s aunt screams in anger that the person in charge 

 
63 Simon Hattenstone, ‘Interview: Confessions of Miss Mischief’, The Guardian  
64 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, trans. by Anjali Singh 

(London: Jonathan Cape, 2003) 
65 Cyrus Ghani. Iran and the Rise of Reza Shah: From Qajar Collapse to Pahlavi Power (London: I. B. Tauris 

(2000 [first published in 1998]), p.9. 
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of issuing visas, used to be their ‘creepy window washer’ before the revolution.66 After 

reading this statement, the reader then sees the furious face of the character who says it, 

Satrapi’s aunt in hijab. As seen below, Satrapi has drawn harsh, thick black lines on the 

aunt’s face to convey the sense of her fury and frustration to the reader. The three other 

characters, Marji, and her parents look distressed, perplexed, and upset due to this injustice. 

Elsewhere in Persepolis the young narrator offers the reader this piece of information about 

her ‘maid’: ‘Like most peasants, she didn’t know how to read and write…’67  

 

  

 
66 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 121. 
67 Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 35. 
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Figure 6 Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return 

(London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p.121. 
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Figure 7 Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return 

(London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p. 35.  
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Other characters in the book are not unfamiliar with this anti-working-class discourse 

either, especially Marji’s father, ‘I’ll get straight to the point: I know that Mehri pretends 

she is my daughter. In reality she is my maid.’68 The context of this sentence is a scene in 

which the narrator’s father is intervening to rescue their wealthy neighbour’s son from 

marrying a ‘maid’, whilst looking utterly self-righteous and matter-of-fact.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
68 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 36. 
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 Figure 8 Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and The Story of a Return (London: 

Jonathan Cape, 2003), p. 36. 
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Marji’s grandmother, the moral compass of the story, always has pearls around her 

neck and washes her breasts with jasmine.  

Like her characters, Satrapi herself expresses a rather anti-working-class attitude in 

her interviews: 

[…] Iran is not Saudi Arabia – the women, they are educated, they are 

cultivated, they work. You have women that are judges, they are doctors, they 

are journalists, they work. So these women, when you tell them that their 

witness doesn’t count as much as that of the guy who is going to wash their 

windows, even when the woman is a researcher in, I don’t know, nuclear 

science or whatever…69 

 

Satrapi’s ideology, both in her creative pieces and interviews, despite being 

supportive of upper middle-class women, is not only dismissive of working-class women, 

but also it seldom misses an opportunity to mock the social class they are coming from.  

We seldom see Marji, the narrator of Persepolis, or Marjane Satrapi, the writer, 

reflect upon her own privilege. Despite having the rare opportunity of going to a French 

school in Iran and studying in Vienna afterwards, she constantly portrays herself as 

victimised, solely because of her nationality. As Mohanty argues, homogeneous portrayals 

of ‘powerless’ ‘oppressed’ ‘Third World women’ are common generalizations in Western 

feminist discourse that not only have limited theoretical analysis, but also have reinforced 

Western cultural imperialism.70 Indeed, after reading about her victim status, we do not see 

Marji do anything to battle this constant state of victimization apart from entering a 

heteronormative relationship in Austria and then becoming a homeless drug addict upon 

finding Marcus, her white playwright boyfriend, in bed with another woman. And yet, the 

piece keeps reminding us that Austria, France, America, the West, the Occident is where 

the victimization of women stops.  

 
69 Robert Root and Marjane Satrapi, ‘Interview with Marjane Satrapi’, Fourth Genre: Exploration in Nonfiction, 

9.2 (2007), 147–157 (p. 151). 
70 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’, Feminist 

Review, 30 (1988), 61–88 
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The Race Issue 

Another noteworthy point which is also evident from the same quotation is Marjane 

Satrapi’s anti-Arab sentiment which is also abundant in Persepolis. Although this sentiment 

is not unique to Satrapi – blaming ‘Arabs’ for the ‘backwardness’ of Iran is a mainstream 

rhetoric amongst Iranians. This commonplace attitude is emitting not only from Satrapi’s 

interviews, but also from her autobiography. She poses her point right from the introduction 

of Persepolis:  

Iran was rich. Because of its wealth and its geographic location, it invited 

attacks: From Alexander the Great, from its Arab neighbours to the west, from 

Turkish and Mongolian conquerors, Iran was often subject to foreign 

domination. Yet the Persian language and culture withstood these invasions. 

The invaders assimilated into this strong culture, and in some ways they 

became Iranians themselves.71  

Satrapi does not explain how these ‘invaders’ ‘assimilated’ into ‘the Persian language 

and culture’. On a few occasions the young narrator disturbed by the Iran–Iraq war, states, 

‘The second invasion in 1400 years! My blood was boiling. I was ready to defend my 

country against these Arabs who kept attacking us.’72 As shown in Satrapi’s illustration, the 

little Marji looks furiously self-righteous like her aunt did when she was lamenting the 

power of her ‘creepy window washer’.  

 

 
71 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 1. 
72 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 79. 
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Figure 9 Marjane Satrapi's Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return 

(London: Jonathan Cape, 2003), p.79. 
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And then only two pages later, Marji says to her father, ‘The Arabs never liked the 

Persians. Everyone knows that. They attacked us 1400 years ago. They forced their religion 

on us.’73 Only five pages later, she expresses the same attitude in class: ‘This war is the 

same as the one 1400 years ago…’74 Even when Persepolis  covers the era after the Iran-

Iraq war, Marji is still expressing anti-Arab sentiments, this time under the pretext of being 

verbally abused by one immigrant from Kuwait: 

When I recounted this misadventure to an uncle who knew Kuwait well, he 

told me: ‘There, as in all the Arab countries, women are so lacking in rights 

that for a Kuwaiti, a girl who walks outside while drinking a coke can’t be 

anything but a prostitute.’75  

 

As illustrated in these examples, one of the methods Satrapi deploys to construct a 

‘Persian’ identity is by constantly reminding her Western readers that not only ‘Persians are 

not Arabs’ but they are indeed far superior to Arabs, thereby exploiting the ancient rivalry 

between the Iranian and Arab masses.  

 

The Truthfulness of Representations 

Although Persepolis is a gripping, sad, funny, and tangible account of living with the 

Islamic Revolution during a certain era from a privileged and funny female child’s point of 

view, whether or not it is a trustworthy representation of Iran or Iranian women is highly 

disputable. At times, Satrapi offers the correct dates of historical events with touching and 

heartfelt descriptions of their impacts upon the daily lives of families from her social class. 

Persepolis is highly entertaining and interesting, with autobiographical value. However, 

there is an educational tone sprinkled throughout the book. Homogenous generalizations 

and stereotypes about Iran and Iranians are abundant. For instance: ‘For an Iranian mother, 

 
73 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 81. 
74 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 86. 
75 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 322. 
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my mother was very permissive.’76 Implying that Iranian mothers are inherently not 

permissive. Although, when these pieces of information about Iran aren’t a random 

generalization, a reader might actually learn something about Iran, its geography and 

history; for instance ‘They bought a house in Demavand, a mountainous city north of 

Tehran.’77 Or this linguistic piece of information ‘In Persian grammar, there’s no gender. 

Masculine and feminine are interchangeable.’78  

It is worth pointing out that despite the educational, and at times ignorant tone of the 

narrator, Persepolis has succeeded in portraying a somewhat nuanced account of living in 

Iran as a woman from a hyper-privileged background in a specific historical period (the 

eighties and early nineties). In Persepolis, Satrapi depicts a few tangible and relatable 

encounters of being orientalised and racially abused by a few Austrians, as well as being 

welcomed by some other. Persepolis ends with her leaving Iran, emotionally distorted. In 

the last page when the narrator recounts her grandmother’s death, she finishes with a 

clichéd proverb, ‘Freedom had a price…’79 Again attributing the general term of ‘freedom’ 

to the Occident.  

 

The Movie Animation 

Persepolis the movie animation, directed by Marjane Satrapi and Vincent Paronnaud, had a 

budget of more than seven million dollars and made more than twenty million dollars in 

International Box Office.80 It won the Jury Prize in Cannes Film Festival in 2007. Whilst at 

first glance, the movie seems identical to the books, it is inherently different from them in 

that instead of having a rather nuanced account of being an outsider both in Iran and outside 

of Iran, it dismisses most of the difficulties of living as an Iranian woman in Austria in the 

 
76 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p.131. 
77 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 205. 
78 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 203. 
79 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 343. 
80 <https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0808417/> 



 249 

80s, and solely focuses on the terrifying scenes and images and scenarios from Marji’s life 

in Iran. In fact, it seems that Satrapi has adapted and distorted her book to make the movie 

even more accessible and acceptable by the Western masses’ expectation of a Third World 

country. The animation opens with the scene of Marji, the protagonist, sorrowfully putting 

a headscarf on her head in front of a mirror, whilst a white woman next to her puts on her 

lipstick, and stares pitifully and curiously at her. These homogenous portrayals of sad and 

terrified veiled women are abundant in both the book and the animation of Persepolis, 

fuelling the binary division between the utopian West, and the barbaric East, in this case, 

Iran. Within the first ten minutes of the Persepolis animation, which is the condensed 

version of the books, we see Iranian children abusing and torturing one another on the 

streets of Tehran due to being exposed to the atrocious acts of the new regime, including 

the torture of political prisoners. 

The film ends on a dramatic note, with storm and rain, and a Parisian driver asking 

the tearful narrator where she is from, to which she dramatically replies, ‘Iran’. This is a 

touching note to end a piece with, but one wonders to what extent Marjane Satrapi is being 

honest when she claims she does not mean to speak for every Iranian woman, when she has 

masterfully managed to turn a national identity into a best-selling brand. 

By producing this massively popular and mainstream movie, Marjane Satrapi has 

contributed to the perpetuation of the colonial narratives of postrevolutionary Iran.  

 

The Use of Popular Dichotomies and Binarisms in Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood 

and the Story of a Return 
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‘The director of our college had studied in the United States and remained quite secular.’81 

In this sentence, Satrapi is again relating being secular to The United States, parades it as a 

contrast to the overly religious Iran (the Orient) she has portrayed.  

In the opening section of The Story of a Return, Satrapi poses her favourite 

dichotomy, ‘Leaving a religious Iran for an open and secular Europe’. This binary thinking 

also manifests itself whilst the narrator is describing her grandfather who was a prince: ‘He 

had studied in Europe, he was a very cultivated man. He had even read Marx.’82 Towards 

the end of the book and the movie, the protagonist’s mother keeps reminding Marji that the 

only way she can be ‘free and emancipated’ would be by ‘leaving Iran’.83 

It is worth pointing out that while Marji and her family are hailing the Occident as the 

utopia for women’s emancipation, and the only way they deem women’s freedom possible 

is through the West, there is not a word about sanctions and threats against Iran by the 

West. This is a common rhetoric in any discussion about the status of women of colour, 

sometimes promoted by women of colour themselves. For instance, in her second 

autobiography Nomad: A Personal Journey Through the Clash of Civilisations, Ayaan 

Hirsi Ali states that she voted in favour of the invasion of Iraq in 2003 in order to ‘liberate’ 

Muslim women.84 

It is noteworthy that Persepolis, and similar books such as Azar Nafisi’s Reading 

Lolita in Tehran (2003), were published in the same decade that Iran was being harshly 

threatened by The United States. And this was what frightened the majority of Iranians who 

lived within the geographical borders of Iran.  

 
81 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 300. 
82 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 23. 
83 Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and the Story of a Return, p. 319.  
84 Ayaan Hirsi Ali, Nomad: A Personal Journey Through the Clash of Civilizations (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2010), p. 132.  
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In numerous interviews Marjane Satrapi claims to have portrayed a ‘new image of 

Iran’ for westerners in order to prove that Iran is not ‘the axis of evil’85. This need to justify 

the Orient’s presence and good intentions to the Occident, and to constantly defend the 

East’s face because it has been vilified in the West for centuries, stems from an old tradition 

shaped by colonial relations. To what extent Satrapi has actually achieved a ‘new’ image of 

Iran is a matter of debate itself, as the Iran depicted in Persepolis does actually resemble 

nothing but ‘the axis of evil’, with sharp black and white illustrations of war, execution, 

destruction, and despondent veiled women.  

The Iran Satrapi depicts in Persepolis is utterly chaotic – if not outright violent and 

vicious. The very first chapter of Persepolis is called ‘THE VEIL’, a big sad eye imprinted 

beside the title on the black background. Drawing expressive dark eyes is something in 

which Satrapi has shown a great amount of skill. Pictures of big sad dark eyes are abundant 

in Persepolis. What differentiates Satrapi’s books from the majority of Iranian women 

writers who have also tried to depict Iran in their books with a colonial brush, including 

Azar Nafisi, Azadeh Moaveni, and Ramita Navai, is the fact that Satrapi’s books are 

extremely readable, funny, and accessible. She has won many awards for her illustrations 

and animation including Jury Prize for Persepolis (tied with Silent Light) from the Cannes 

Film Festival 86. Satrapi has a great sense of humour, she writes well about emotions, her 

illustrations are at once tragic and comic which makes her work entertaining and readable 

as opposed to monotonous and outright polemical. She is great at drawing expressive faces, 

sad eyes, and big smiles. She knows her craft, but whether or not her message and ideology 

are ‘different and new’87 is at the heart of my critique of her work.   

 

 
85 [TCDPhil], [Marjane Satrapi| Full Address and Q &A| The Phil]. YouTube, uploaded by [TCDPhil], 

29/09/2016<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-HN0J1noluw&t=1252s> [25/10/2018]. 
86 <https://www.festival-cannes.com/en/films/persepolis> (last accessed: 10/12/2018) 
87Amy Malek, ‘Memoir as Iranian Exile Cultural Production: A Case Study of Marjane Satrapi’s ‘Persepolis’ 

Series’, p. 378. 
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Representations of Iranian Female Sexuality in Marjane Satrapi’s Embroideries 

Embroideries was originally published in France as Broderies by L’Association in Paris in 

2003. It was first published in in the UK in 2005 by Jonathan Cape. This English version 

that I am working with has no page numbers.  

In Satrapi’s comic book Embroideries (2005), we see sharp black and white pictures 

of aristocratic Iranian women, apparently Satrapi’s grandmother’s friends, discussing their 

heteronormative love lives; the book revolves around how these Iranian women feel bad 

about losing their virginity to someone to whom they are not married or who divorce them 

after a few months of marriage. There is not even one word about Iranian Sapphic 

experiences, reinforcing the oppressive heteronormative presumption that all Iranian 

women are straight. This comes across as dismissive of Iranian female sexual desires 

especially because the protagonists in this book, as in her other works, are people from 

privileged backgrounds. It is slightly unusual that there is no talk of female hedonism, as 

the sort of women Satrapi portrays are the women who can afford freedom – like herself.  

The main theme of this book is how these women’s financial wealth allows them to 

modify their bodies in a way that fits social expectations and how they pay a fortune to 

‘repair their hymen’ after losing their virginity to someone other than their lifelong 

husbands.  

The book also depicts a dark and monolithic view of Iranian men and how they have 

ripped off or disappointed these women, one of the men being a ‘communist’ who steals all 

his wife’s jewels on the wedding night and escapes to Germany only to betray her 

eventually. However, the woman finds real passion with a German man, Herbert. In this 

book, it has been implied through numerous generalizations that it is only in the West that 

Iranian women can be truly sexual and independent. For instance, there are many dialogues 

which ends on a note as follows, ‘…and I went to Europe to realize my dream of becoming 
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a painter. It’s there that I knew love.’ 88 This is a sentence by one of the characters who 

suffered from an arranged marriage to an older man. According to Satrapi, it is only in the 

Occident that Iranian women can be free and express their sexual desires. When asked by 

another woman, ‘So how are the European men?’ The same character replies, ‘Good, very 

good even. You know all those rumours about how European men can’t manage to satisfy 

their women… well, I know from experience, they’re false!!’89 And a page later another 

woman agrees with her that ‘a European man knows how to satisfy his woman…’ In the 

page after that, there is another generalization about Iranian weddings, not from any of the 

characters, but from the author herself as a footnote, possibly with the aim of enlightening 

the Western audience about Iran, ‘In Iran, if one has the means, one must invite at least 300 

people.’ Only two pages later another character criticises and analyses her failed marriage 

by saying this about her Iranian communist husband Houshang who cheated on her with his 

‘comrades’, ‘All that he’d learned of Western culture was to stick back his hair more and to 

kiss on the right and the left…’ implying that if he had learned more from ‘Western culture’ 

he would be a good man, a man akin to ‘European men’. The same woman acknowledges 

her sexual desires with her German ‘Waltz partner’ Herbert. ‘Herbert was so charming. No 

one had ever satisfied me like him. Just one kiss and I was already in seventh heaven.’  

It does not seem like Herbert needs to do much to please; a Western male kiss is 

enough to satisfy an Iranian woman who has only been abused by Iranian men, although 

she ends up leaving Herbert because he does not marry her as he is already married. This is 

where another woman interrupts her to convince her that ‘to be the mistress of a married 

man is to have a better role… After my trip to Europe, I became the lover of a minister… It 

was perfect…’ In Embroideries, Satrapi keeps reproducing not only gendered stereotypes, 

and the image of an Iranian woman who is eternally heteronormative, wealthy, and yet can 

 
88 Marjane Satrapi, Embroideries, trans. by Anjali Singh (London: Jonathan Cape, 2005) 
89 Marjane Satrapi, Embroideries 
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only achieve sexual liberation in the Occident with white men, but also by creating these 

seemingly silly simplistic Iranian male characters, she has fuelled the binary division 

between ‘European men’ who can truly ‘satisfy’ Iranian women, and ‘Iranian men’ who are 

not only unable to please Iranian women sexually, but also end up abusing them.  
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Figure 10 Marjane Satrapi's Embroideries (2005), no page numbers. 
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 The book also discusses other methods these women employ in order to feign 

virginity, including cutting their thighs on the first night of their marriage shabe zafaf. One 

of them ends up cutting her future husband’s penis by accident which is meant to be a 

hilarious scene in the book. This sort of comedic humour is the sort Satrapi works with in 

all her pieces, and what she has been lauded for by numerous critics.90 Although this has 

made the book vastly accessible and readable, it is also an embodiment of the simple 

ideologies behind it.  

 

Representations of Iranian Women in Marjane Satrapi’s Chicken with Plums 

Like Persepolis and Embroideries, Chicken with Plums was also originally published in 

French, in Paris by L’Association. The French version was published in 2004. The English 

version was published in 2006 by Jonathan Cape.  

In Marjane Satrapi’s Chicken with Plums (2006), there are hardly any polemical 

anecdotes about the struggles of Iranian women, which could be because the story line is 

set in 1958 – twenty years before the Iranian Revolution in 1978. This book came out a few 

years after her famous books, Persepolis and Embroideries. And it is about the life of 

Marjane Satrapi’s great-uncle, Nasser Ali Khan, ‘a celebrated Iranian musician’ according 

to Satrapi herself.  

Nasser Ali Khan is a mournful tar player who is contemplating suicide because his 

wife broke his favourite tar and because he couldn’t marry the woman he loved when he 

was young. The only pronounced Iranian woman in the book is his wife, who keeps yelling 

abusive slurs at this sensitive musician, and the only dominant picture of a woman, is of a 

 
90Amy Malek, ‘Memoir as Iranian Exile Cultural Production: A Case Study of Marjane Satrapi’s ‘Persepolis’ 

Series’, p. 372.  
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naked Sophia Loren, whom Nasser Ali is imagining on his plate whilst eating his favourite 

dish chicken with plums – Satrapi’s depiction of ‘pleasure’.91  

As with her other books Persepolis and Embroideries, there is still a hint of that 

educational tone about Iran, and one might learn a few historical facts or two by reading 

this book as well as her others, for instance, in the beginning of the story, there is a 

footnote:  

In March 1951, Mossadegh, then a member of parliament, nationalised Iran’s 

oil. In April of the same year, he was named Prime Minister. In August 1953, 

Mossadegh was ousted in a coup d’etat instigated by the CIA with the help of 

the British.92 

 

Or in another informative footnote, she offers this historical piece of information to 

readers, ‘In January 1936, Reza Shah forbade the wearing of the veil in Iran.’93 In another 

footnote she offers brief geographical and cultural information, ‘Mashad is a holy city in 

the Northeast of Iran.’94 Or ‘In Iran, Friday is the holiday.’95 

In contrast to her other books which are trying to depict life after the Islamic 

Revolution, therefore there is constantly a dispute about women’s ‘emancipation’, in 

Chicken with Plums, which is covering the era before the Iranian revolution, there is only 

one scene where an Iranian woman is concerned with her ‘emancipation’, and that is 

ironically, the baddie of the story, Nasser Ali Khan’s wife: ‘To forget you, I threw myself 

into my studies. At the time, everyone took me for a rebel who wanted to emancipate 

herself, but I had only one desire: to marry you!’96 

As demonstrated above, in Satrapi’s stories, the devices to emancipate women differ 

from before and after the revolution. Before the Islamic revolution, even when they were 

 
91 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, trans. by Anjali Singh (London: Jonathan Cape, 2006), p. 38.  
92 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, p. 7. 
93 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, p. 45. 
94 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, p. 9. 
95 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, p. 40. 
96 Marjane Satrapi, Chicken with Plums, p. 46. 



 258 

being oppressed by a dictator like Reza Shah, their emancipation would have been possible 

by ‘studying’. Whereas after the revolution, Iranian women’s emancipation is only possible 

through the physical and mental act of reaching the West and embracing ‘Western culture’ 

and ‘European men’.  

 

Conclusion 

In all Marjane Satrapi’s graphic autobiographies, Persepolis: The Story of a Childhood and 

The Story of a Return, Embroideries, and Chicken with Plums, the writer and illustrator 

explains Iranian female sexuality at some point. However, the Iranian female sexuality she 

portrays is uncritically heteronormative. In all these comic books, all female characters only 

express heterosexual desires and are obsessed with the idea of being with/ finding a 

‘husband’ or ‘boyfriend’.  

Marjane Satrapi is slightly concerned with ‘women’s emancipation and freedom’ – 

especially if they are aristocratic, rich women – and she offers solutions and tools for this 

objective through her autobiographical narratives. These tools of freedom alter according to 

the government of Iran: If the setting of the book is during the reign of a monarch, women 

can reach emancipation only through studying. If her characters are Iranian women living 

after and during the Islamic revolution, their emancipation is merely hindered further 

through studying, and the only final solution for these distressed and abused Iranian women 

to reach ‘emancipation and freedom’ is by leaving their country.  

In the narrative Satrapi has created there is no freedom in postrevolutionary Iran, and 

there is absolute freedom in the West. Therefore, by recreating and cementing the common 

and media-friendly dichotomy between the contemporary Iran and the West, she has 

managed to marketise her representation of contemporary Iran and sell it as the truth of 

Iran. In fact, one of her Western critics/ admirers, praises Persepolis by saying: ‘The magic 
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of Marjane Satrapi’s work is that it can condense a whole country’s tragedy into one 

poignant, funny scene after another.’97 It is interesting that a critic would think a skilled 

illustrator can actually ‘condense’ a whole country for them in a comic book. To relish 

Persepolis as an accessible and entertaining comic book is one thing, to hold it as historical 

evidence on the situation of a complex country is an act of sheer laziness that only people 

who have obviously no real familiarity with that country would do. 

 

 
97Natashe Walter, ‘Marjane Satrapi: The Lipstick Rebellion,’ The Independent (2004), 

<https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/marjane-satrapi-the-lipstick-rebellion-

40666.html> (last accessed: 25/11/2018) 

 



 260 

Chapter Three 

Representations of Iranian Female Sexuality in the Words of Forough Farrokhzad 

 

 ‘[…] there is no ‘feminine writing’.’ Monique Wittig 98 

 

Amongst Darkness  

Amongst darkness 

I called you 

there was silence and a breeze 

that took the curtain. 

In the sad sky 

A star was burning 

A star was leaving 

A star was dying 

I called you 

I called you 

My whole existence 

like a bowl of milk 

was in my hand. 

The moon’s blue glance 

was striking the glasses; 

a sorrowful song 

was rising like smoke 

from the city of crickets 

 
98 Monique Wittig, ‘The Point of View: Universal or Particular?’, Gender Issues, 3.2 (1983), 63–69 (p. 63).  
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like smoke it was trembling 

on the windows. 

All night long there 

Between my breasts 

Someone was panting from despair 

Someone was uprising 

Someone was wanting you 

The two hands of their head 

were refusing 

All night long there 

from the black branches 

a sorrow was dripping 

The air akin to ruins 

was shedding on them 

My little tree 

was in love with the wind 

with the wayward wind 

Where is the home of wind? 

Where is the home of wind?  99 

 

 

 

 
99 Farrokhzad, Forough, ‘Amongst Darkness: Poetry by Forough Farrokhzad: Translated from Farsi by Sogol 

Sur’, Columbia Journal (31/07/2018) <http://columbiajournal.org/amongst-darkness-by-forough-farrokhzad/> 

(last accessed: 01/11/2018) 
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As demonstrated in the previous chapter, Marjane Satrapi, a celebrated Iranian writer 

in the West, has discussed Iranian female sexuality in extremely normative terms in her 

work; in contrast, in this chapter, we discuss how Forough Farrokhzad, who is little known 

in the West, produced complex and antinormative representations of desire and female 

sexuality. I intend to explore the representations of Iranian female sexuality and 

womanhood in the work of Forough Farrokhzad (1935-1967) 100, through a feminist, 

postcolonial and queer lens, and juxtapose them with that of some other Iranian women 

writers, such as Marjane Satrapi and Azar Nafisi who wrote about the same themes after the 

Iranian Revolution in 1979. Whilst discussing how Forough Farrokhzad’s queer poetry has 

been straightened out by English translation, I also argue that the representations of Iranian 

womanhood before the Islamic revolution were much more heterogeneous and much less 

monolithic than after the revolution. As discussed in the previous chapter, after the 

solidification of the Islamic Republic in 1979, most of these representations have been 

littered with colonialist discourse in order to appease a Western audience by comfortably 

fitting into the Occidental narrative of Iran and its womanhood.  

In the Introduction of Living a Feminist Life (2017) Sara Ahmed emphasises that 

feminism should be and will be intersectional, and that intersectional feminism is what she 

is referring to throughout the book unless she specifically mentions white feminism.101 This 

is also how it has been and will be in this chapter.  

Like most other Iranians, I also tend to refer to Forough Farrokhzad only by her first 

name. In Iran, our three famous modernist poets, Nima Youshij, Sohrab Sepehri, and 

Forough Farrokhzad are usually referred to by their first name: Nima, Sohrab, and Forough.  

 
100 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad In Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, Journal of Middle East Women’s Studies, 6.1 (2010), 103–116 (p. 103). 
101 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (London: Duke University Press, 2017), p.5.  



 263 

At the end of this chapter, I also explain how my creative writing has been inspired 

by Forough’s poetry, and how she gave permission to me and many other Iranian women 

writers to explore their sexuality through their creative writing.  

 

Forough Farrokhzad’s Biography and Poetry 

A brief account shows that Forough Farrokhzad’s turbulent life was quite unconventional, 

anti-normative, feminist, and transgressive, like her poetry. Sara Ahmed argues that living a 

feminist life is ‘to make everything into something that is questionable.’102 According to 

this statement, Forough Farrokhzad did live a conspicuously feminist life, not by just 

questioning and breaking the social norms expected of Iranian women in the 1950s, but also 

by questioning the ancient oppressive structures, such as religion and power dynamics 

between men and women. Indeed, when she was a journalist in her youth, her pseudonym 

was ‘idol-breaker’ bot shekan. 

Forough Farrokhzad was born in 1935 to a middle-class family in Tehran. Her 

‘military-strict’ father was Colonel Farrokhzad, and her ‘dictatorial’ mother, Touran Vaziri-

Tabar. Forough was one of their seven children and soon earned a reputation for competing 

with boys and defeating them. She climbed walls, jumped, and ‘howled’103. Once she 

entered school, she became infatuated with the poetry of Ferdowsi, especially his Epic of 

Kings, and other classical Persian poets, such as Hafez, Rumi, and Khayyam.104 At the age 

of sixteen, Forough married Parviz Shapoor and within a year, she gave birth to their son, 

Kamyar, whom she lost two years later in the custody battle due to her complex love 

affairs.  

 
102 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, p. 2.  
103 Sholeh Wolpe, Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad (Fayetteville: The University of Arkansas Press, 

2007), pp. 11-12. 
104 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad in Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 106. 
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Shortly after her divorce in 1955 her first poetry collection The Captive (Asir in Farsi) 

was published.105 The Captive consists of forty-two poems, most of which deal with female 

desire and sexuality in a sorrowful tone, all composed in classical Persian poetic form, with 

four-lined stanzas and rhyming words. This chapter offers a close reading of some of its 

most ground-breaking poems, including The Captive, Before God, Ring, and On Loving.  

Forough was so prolific that only a year after that she published her second poetry 

collection The Wall (Divar in Farsi)106. This collection consists of twenty-five poems and in 

terms of both content and form is quite similar to her debut poetry collection. In this 

chapter, we shall look into two poems from this collection; Sin, and Lost.  

In 1958, her third poetry collection Rebellion (Esyan in Farsi) was published107. This 

collection consists of seventeen poems. Although this collection is quite similar to her first 

two collections and is usually lumped with them under Forough’s early poetry and erotica, 

there is a shift towards existential matters such as god, life, and death. In this collection, 

Forough starts to question the figure of God, whilst adopting a more celebratory tone when 

describing her sexual desires and adventures, unlike the previous two collections, she does 

not have an apologetic tone towards God, but rather a more interrogating one. This chapter 

touches on this theme in more detail, focussing on two poems from the collection: 

Rebellious God, and The Return.  

In the same year, Forough Farrokhzad met and fell in love with another celebrated 

Iranian writer and film producer, Ebrahim Golestan. Despite the fact that he was married, a 

controversial and passionate love affair sparked between them. 

 In 1962, Forough made her cutting-edge documentary The House Is Black, about the 

patients in a leprosarium in a deserted town in Iran.108 This film brought her universal 

 
105 Forough Farrokgzad, The Captive (Tehran: Amir Kabir Press, 1955).  
106 Forough Farrokhzad, The Wall (Tehran: Amir Kabir Press, 1956).  
107 Forough Farrokhzad, Rebellion (Tehran: Amir Kabir Press, 1958).  
108 ‘The House Is Black’, written and dir. By Forough Farrokhzad (Studio Golestan, 1962). 
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recognition by winning the Best Documentary Award in the Oberhausen Film Festival in 

1963.109 Hamid Dabashi, the renowned Iranian scholar, states that with this film, Forough 

Farrokhzad ‘set Iranian film on a creative path from which it has not diverged.’110 Below is 

a photograph I took on the 8th of November 2018 from the screening of the film at Mosaic 

Rooms in London:  

 
109 Sholeh Wolpe, Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 15. 
110Hamid Dabashi, ‘Why Iran Creates Some of the Best Films’, BBC Culture (16/11/2018), < 

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20181115-the-great-films-that-define-iran> (last accessed: 11/12/2018). 
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Figure 11 Screening of the documentary The House Is Black, produced and directed by 

Forough Farrokhzad, 1962 
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Forough Farrokhzad’s fourth poetry collection Another Birth (1962) 111 is distinctly 

different from the previous three collections in terms of form, style, and content. The poems 

are not composed in the classical Persian rhyme schemes, instead Forough has adopted the 

Nimaic blank verse – the poetic form in free verse pioneered by Nima Youshij that was 

dominating the Persian poetry scene. The subject matters are also much more political, and 

much less romantic. This collection and her fifth collection Let Us Believe in the Advent of 

the Cold Season 112(posthumously published in 1974) elevated Forough’s reputation from a 

‘sensual poetess’ to one of the greatest poets of Persian modernism.  

However, even then, in the patriarchal Iranian society, some people kept suggesting 

that it was Ebrahim Golestan’s assistance and influence that improved her poetry, to which 

Golestan famously responded by, ‘I can’t believe this. It is truly unfair… If I were such an 

alchemist, able to make coal into diamonds, why didn’t I do it for myself?’113 

I have dedicated a whole section of this chapter to each of her final two ground-

breaking collections, with a focus on some of their outstanding poems, Wind-up Doll, My 

Beloved, Earthly Verses, I Pity the Garden, The Bird is Mortal, Let Us Believe in the 

Advent of the Cold Season.  

On the 13th of February 1967, back from visiting her mother, Forough swerved her 

jeep in order to avoid hitting a school bus. She was thrown out of the car and her head hit 

the cement. She died immediately at the age of 32.114 

As I aim to do a close reading of some of her poems through a queer lens, it is worth 

mentioning that Forough’s younger brother, Fereydoun was openly gay and a famous 

 
111 Forough Farrokghzad, Rebirth (Tehran: Amir Kabir Press, 1962).  
112 Forough Farrokhzad, Let Us Believe in the Advent of the Cold Season (Tehran: Morvarid Press, 1974). 
113 Pouran Farrokhzad, Kasi ke mesle hichkas nist, trans. by Sholeh Wolpe (Tehran: Caravan Books Publishing 

House, 2001), p. 23.  
114 Parvin Paidar, Women and the Political Process in Twentieth-Century Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997) pp. 168. 
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entertainer. A few years after the Islamic Revolution, he was murdered in his apartment in 

Germany. 

 

Forough Farrokhzad’s Fame and the Scholarship about Her Work 

Forough Farrokhzad is an icon. Hamid Dabashi describes Forough Farrokhzad as ‘the most 

celebrated woman poet in the course of the Persian poetic tradition and a seminal modern 

Persian poet, regardless of gender.’115 Farzaneh Milani says about Forough that ‘her work 

has been among the most popular in modern Persian literature.’116 Shaahin Pishbin explains 

that ‘Farrokhzad challenged, or even threatened, the normative values of her culture; 

innovative and exemplary, her place in the canon of modernist Persian poetry is well-

established.’117 

Erotic poetry has always been an integral part of Persian literature. Passion is a 

common theme in the works of ancient Persian poets such as Hafez, Rumi, and Khayyam. 

But Forough Farrokhzad is the first woman who published her erotic verse.118 She is 

considered to be the pioneer of poets who wrote about female desire through a female gaze 

in Iran.119 

Despite her early death, Forough’s poetry and persona are still an integral part of the 

Persian society. It is worth noting that Forough Farrokhzad was not Iran’s first woman poet 

 
115 Hamid Dabashi, ‘Forugh Farrokhzad and the Formative Forces in Iranian Culture,’ Forugh Farrokhzad: A 

Quarter-Century Later ed. by Micheal Hillman (Austin: University of Texas at Austin, 1988). 
116 Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writers (London: Tauris, 1992), 

p. 133.  
117 Shaahin Pishbin, ‘Forough Farrokhzad and the Persian Literary Canon’, Iran Namag , 1 (2017), p. 25.  
118 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forugh Farrokhzad, Her Poetry, Life, and Legacy’, The Women’s Review of Books, 23.6 

(2006), 21–23 (p. 22). 
119 Mahrokhsadat Hosseini, ‘Feminist Culture and Politics in Iranian Women’s Post-Revolutionary Poetry 

(1979-2017)’ Feminist Encounters: A Journal of Critical Studies in Culture and Politics, 2.7 (2018), 1–12 (p.2). 
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as quite a few other women had been publishing their verses since the nineteenth century, 

but she was the first to obtain fame without the assistance of a powerful male figure.120 

Although the publication of her poetry has been banned since the foundation of the 

Islamic Republic in 1979, Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry is still a best-seller on Iran’s black 

market.121 Below is a picture I took from a street bookseller in April 2018, in the Tajrish 

Square of Tehran, selling The Complete Poetry of Forough Farrokhzad with ‘Private 

Letters’. It is in the same row as other popular books in the Iranian book market: Sohrab 

Sepehri’s Complete Poetry, and a Persian translation of Mein Kampf. The rows beneath the 

top row include some of Iraj Pezekshad’s novels, including his canonical masterpiece: Dayi 

Jaan Napel’on (Uncle Napoleon), Persian translations of Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca, 

Khaled Hosseini’s The Kite Runner, Ernest Hemingway’s Farewell to Arms, Antoine de 

Saint-Exupery’s Le Petit Prince, George Orwell’s A Clergyman’s Daughter.  

 
120 Farzaneh Milani, Veils and Words: The Emerging Voices of Iranian Women Writers (New York: Syracuse 

University Press, 1992). 
121 Meetra A. Sophia, ‘Forough Farrokhzad: Twelve Poems; Notes and Translation by Meetra A. Sofia’, 

American Poetry Review, 35.1 (2006), 23–30 
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Figure 12: One of the many street bookshops of Tehran, selling The Complete Collection of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry and her 'Private Letters' in the top row, beside other black-

market best-sellers, including a Persian translation of Mein Kampf and The Complete Poetry 

of Sohrab Sepehri. Picture taken by author, April 2018. 
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Figure 13 A postcard illustrating Forough Farrokhzad in a contemporary setting. I purchased 

this card in an Iranian bookfare at SOAS in 2016. Picture taken by author 
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Above is a postcard I purchased in 2016 in an Iranian bookfare at SOAS. Forough in 

a contemorary setting, working with a tablet; a technological device that did not exist when 

Forough was alive. One can find many commercial products adorned with Forough’s face – 

such as  wooden bookmarks and fancy notebooks – in most bookshops in Iran as well, 

demonstrating Forough’s longlasting place in the Iranian psyche and society.  

Although Forough Farrokhzad is so famous in Iran that most Iranians refer to her by 

her first name, Forough, she never gained as much international recognition as some of the 

Iranian women writers producing work after the Islamic revolution. This is partly because 

her persona is the opposite of the trope of the Oppressed Oriental Woman that the West is 

interested in, but also because she produced her work in a much less accessible form than 

memoir, and in a much less accessible language than English.  Her significant poetry has 

not been extensively translated into English. There is one book of translation of some of her 

most famous poems, edited and translated by Sholeh Wolpe – herself a poet and a staunch 

Forough fan.122 Sholeh Wolpe is also an Iranian-born writer, the inaugural Author in 

Residence at UCLA in 2018 and the recipient of the 2014 PEN Heim Grant. Like Forough, 

she has published five poetry collections. She has also written several plays and translated 

three books.123 One of her books of translations is titled Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh 

Farrokhzad (2007)124. In this book one can find most of Forough Farrokhzad’s important 

poems in English. This book won the 2010 Lois Roth Endowment Persian Translation 

Prize. This is the book mostly used in this chapter, however, in the final section of this 

chapter, I discuss how Sholeh Wolpe as the translator has straightened out some of Forough 

Farrokhzad’s queer Persian poetry by her English translation.  

 
122 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, ed. and trans. Sholeh Wolpe, p. 6.  
123Sholeh Wolpé <https://www.sholehwolpe.com/> (last accessed: 01/09/2019) 
124Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, ed. and trans. by Sholeh Wolpe (Fayetteville: The University of 

Arkansas Press, 2007). 

https://www.sholehwolpe.com/
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It is also worth pointing out that Forough has been spelt in two slightly different ways 

in English; some people like Sholeh Wolpe spell it as Forugh, and some like Jasmin 

Darznik spells it as Forough. I adhere to the latter form as it sounds closer to its Persian 

prounciation.  

  

 

1950s: Forough Farrokhzad’s Early Feminism with a Focus on Her First Three 

Collections: The Captive (1955), The Wall (1956), and Rebellion (1958) 

Whilst there are many feminist viewpoints, there is some consensus that a feminist is 

someone who challenges male domination in culture and society.125 When Forough 

Farrokhzad was twenty, she wrote an open letter to Ali Akbar Safi Pour, the manager of the 

literary magazine of Omid-e- Iran; here is the final paragraph of the letter:   

My wish is the emancipation of Iranian women and equal rights with men, I 

am completely cognizant of the sufferings my sisters are going through due to 

the injustice of men and I use half of my art to epitomise their agonies. My 

wish is to build a suitable environment for the scientific and artistic activities 

of women. My wish is that Iranian men will cure their narcissism and will 

allow women to materialise their talent and intelligence.126  

 

As this section explores Forough Farrokhzad’s feminism in her early words and 

poetry, it is worth noting that Forough’s early feminism was mostly inclined towards 

essentialism, as seen in some of her early poetry. For instance, in one of her poems 

called Tired, from her debut poetry collection The Captive (1955), she wrote: 

Oh, woman, you who have a heart full of pleasantness 

Never ever seek loyalty from a man 

He does not know the meaning of love 

 
125 The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, eds. by Lisa Disch, and Mary Hawkesworth (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2016), p. 762.  
126 Forough Farrokhzad, Hafte Nameye Omid-e_Iran, No. 33 (Ahvaz, Iran, 02/01/1954), all translations are my 

own unless otherwise stated.  
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Don’t ever tell him the secret of your heart.127 

   Or in her poem Rebellion, from her first poetry collection The Captive (1955): 

Come, oh, man, oh selfish creature!128 Or in her poem Regret, again from the same 

collection: Oh, man, oh, the epitome of deceit, come again129 

In the Persian language, unlike in English, the word ‘man’ cannot be used 

interchangeably with human, but ‘man’ is an English equivalent for the Farsi word mard 

which specifically means a male human.  

Forough Farrokhzad is not only significant in terms of her poetry, but also her 

feminism. To the knowledge of her biographers, Forough Farrokhzad could not abide by 

the norms of Iranian womanhood in her personal life, but this rebelliousness is also crystal 

clear from her poetry, letters, and interviews.  

The opening line of the poem Sin (1956) is: ‘I have sinned a rapturous sin’, according 

to Wolpe’s smooth translation. I would suggest a slight change in the diction. ‘I have sinned 

a pleasurable sin’. As the more faithful English translation of the Persian word por lezzat 

would be pleasurable rather than rapturous. Por means full of and lezzat means pleasure. 

Pleasure, in particular sexual pleasure, is one of the main themes of Farrokhzad’s poems. 

Although ‘rapturous’ does sound more poetic and alliterative, it is debatable whether or not 

it does justice to the sexual element of the poem. This poem is a descriptive and lyrical 

poem of celebration of sexual pleasure through the female gaze. Although in the final 

stanza, the narrator sounds apologetic to God:  

I do not know what I did O God, 

In that quiet vacant dark.130 

 

 
127 Forough Farrokhzad, The Captive (1955), p. 62.  
128 Forough Farrokhzad, The Captive (1955), p. 43. 
129 Forough Farrokhzad, The Captive (1955), p. 28. 
130 Forough Farrokhzad, Sin:Selected Poems, trans. by Sholeh Wolpe (Fayatteville, The University of Arkansas 

Press, 2007), p. 3. 
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This dichotomy between religious faith and sexual pleasure and the dilemma of it, is 

also one of the recurring themes in Forough Farrokhzad’s early poetry – her first three 

collections The Captive (1955), The Wall (1956), and Rebellion (1958). Although Forough 

Farrokhzad herself dismissed her first three collections at least in one of her most famous 

interviews, claiming she regretted ever having them published.131 Her early poetry was 

transgressive in that it unashamedly explored and expressed female sexual desires in the 

1950s; by simply writing about her sexual desires as a woman, Forough Farrokhzad ‘upsets 

the linearity of a project, undermines the goal-object of desire, diffuses the polarisation 

towards a single pleasure, disconcerts fidelity to a single discourse’132 to quote Irigaray’s 

words. However, in terms of form, Forough Farrokhzad’s early poetry fits into the 

traditional Persian poetry structure with four-lined stanzas and rhyming words, and 

occasionally clichéd compounds.  

In one of her poems from her first collection The Captive (1955), there is a poem 

called Before God which has not been translated into English. Although in terms of the use 

of literary devices and structure, this poem isn’t innovative or new, it has an important 

content: in it, the narrator pleads with ‘the unique and capable God’ to empty her heart of 

‘desires’ or to give it ‘commitment to faithfulness’ ‘to grant me a love that would make me 

similar to the angels in your heaven’ and to erase the ‘passion for sin’ from her heart. This 

is noteworthy as in her later poetry she strongly questions the concept and existence of 

God. For instance, in one of her poems from her third poetry collection, Rebellion (1958), 

she has a rather lengthy poem called, The Rebelliousness of God, or according to Sholeh 

Wolpe’s translation, Rebellious God in which she expresses that if she were ‘God’, she 

would be a radically different one from the usual figure of God: 

 
131 Deevan-e Forough Farrokhzad (The Complete Poetry of Forough Farrokhzad), ed. and compiled by 

Sadredin Elahi, p. 378. 
132 Luce Irigaray, This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. by Catherine Porter (Cornell: Corenell University Press, 

1985), p. 30. 



 276 

If I were God, I’d call on the angels one night 

to boil the water of eternal life in Hell’s cauldron, 

and with a burning torch chase out the virtuous herd 

that grazes in the green pastures of an unchaste heaven 

 

Tired of being a prude, I’d seek Satan’s bed at midnight 

and find refuge in the declivity of breaking laws. 

I’d happily exchange the golden crown of divinity 

for the dark, aching embrace of a sin.133 

 

It is worth pointing out that this is not a very direct or word to word translation of the 

poem, and it is more faithful to the general content and aesthetics. In terms of content, 

Wolpe’s translation conveys the message of the original poem well: the fantasy of the 

destruction of God, which is a drastic change from the apologetic attitude in Forough 

Farrokhzad’s first two collections.  

Despite her early poetry being dismissed as traditionally-versed erotica, some of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s early poems are very modern, feminist, and forward in terms of 

content. Sholeh Wople has a faithful translation of one of them in the book Sin: Selected 

Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad (2007). This poem is called The Ring and is from Forough 

Farrokhzad’s debut poetry collection The Captive (1955). The Ring is a belligerently correct 

critique of the institution of heterosexual marriage – something that is still missing today in 

the Iranian society and literature. In the last stanza, the woman who has been married and 

 
133 Forough Farrokhzad, Sin: The Selected Poems trans. by Sholeh Wolpe, pp.21-22. 
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congratulated and celebrated due to her marriage and ‘lustrous’134 gold ring, is now 

mourning her status que and defines marriage as ‘slavery’:  

… this band – 

so lustrous and aglow – 

is the clamp of bondage, of slavery 135 

 

Forough Farrokhzad is important because her fearless critique of marriage was not 

only many steps ahead of the mainstream narrative of the Iranian society and culture in the 

1950s, but even today it is still valid and sadly still much ahead of the Iranian society where 

marriage is still considered to be an achievement for women. And this is not just the case in 

the Middle East, but also to a lesser extent, in the West as well. As shown in the poem 

above, Forough Farrokhzad’s stance on heterosexual marriage and its portrayal in her 

poetry resonates with what Simone de Beauvoir wrote in The Second Sex in 1949 about the 

‘fear’, ‘anguish’, ‘anxiety’, and ‘frustration’ marriage induced in women. Like Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poem, Simone de Beauvoir’s text argues that marriages are ‘not founded upon 

love’.136 Simone de Beauvoir was not the only Western feminist who attacked the 

institution of heterosexual marriage. However, Forough Farrokhzad never gained 

recognition for her radical feminism in the West. One cannot help but wonder that this lack 

of recognition is partly due to the fact that her persona is the opposite of the image of the 

Oppressed Iranian Woman that the West has been strategically promoting for decades i.e. 

that the oppressed Iranian woman can only reach liberation through Western intervention. 

(For example Kate Millet travelled to Iran in 1979 in order to fight for Iranian women’s 

rights, although she quickly left Iran after being threatened by the officials and wrote about 

 
134 Sin: The Selected Poems of Forough Farrokhzad, p. 8. 
135 Sin: The Selected Poems of Forough Farrokhzad, p. 8. 
136 Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex (London: Vintage Classics, 1997 [First published in 1949]), pp. 453-

455. 
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this in her book Going to Iran. 137) Although Forough Farrokhzad’s lack of recognition in 

the West is also partly caused by lack of communication, rather than erasure, there was also 

no reliable English translation of her poetry before 2000s.  

In her paper ‘Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power’, Audre Lorde argues women 

have been ‘warned against’ the erotic by the male world, and that the erotic has always 

been ‘misnamed by men and used against women’.138 Lorde then continues to define the 

erotic ‘as an assertion of the lifeforce of women; of that creative energy empowered’. This 

resonates deeply with what Forough Farrokhzad has done through eroticism – for which she 

used to get dismissed. 

 

Another Birth (1964) and Its Feminism 

Forough Farrokhzad’s fourth poetry collection Another Birth (1964) is drastically different 

from her previous collections The Captive (1955), The Wall (1956), and Rebellion (1958), 

in that it has a modernist structure, and in terms of language and the use of literary devices 

it is much more innovative and original as it is full of eccentric extended metaphors, 

tangible vibrant and eerie imagery, and linguistic witticisms that have become a part  of 

Persian language. Below is a stanza from her famous poem Those Days, from Forough 

Farrokhzad’s fourth poetry collection:  

The bazaar was afloat in aromas - 

the sharp smell of coffee, of fish. 

The bazaar flattened beneath footsteps, 

stretched as it mingled with time, 

whirled inside every doll’s eyes.139 

 

 
137 Kate Millet, and Sophie Keir, Going to Iran (New York: Coward McCann,1981) 
138 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: Crossing Press, 1984), pp. 53-55 
139 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 30. 
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This is another instance of a beautiful extended metaphor and imagery from the same 

poem: 

Those days are gone. 

As uprooted plants wilt in the sun, 

those days, too, rotted in sunlight. 140 

 

In this collection, her lengthiest, Forough Farrokhzad’s feminism takes a more 

radical, political, and obvious shape, its essentialism transforming into Second Wave 

Feminism, especially with one of her poems called Wind-Up Doll in which she blatantly 

questions male authority, female subordination, normative gender roles, and gender 

binaries. Sholeh Wolpe’s translation of this poem is faithful to the original text, hence 

reliable, below are few lines from it:  

One can remain fixed in one place, here 

beside this curtain… but deaf, but blind. 

With an alien voice, utterly false, 

one can cry out: I love! 

In the oppressive arms of a man 

one can be a robust, beautiful female 141 

 

A few lines after this blunt criticism of the heterosexual power structures and 

normative gender binaries, she expresses her disapproval of Islam as a woman: 

One can spend a lifetime kneeling, 

head bowed, 

before the cold altar of the Imams, 

 
140 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 31. 
141 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 25. 
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find God inside an anonymous grave, 

faith in a few paltry coins. 

One can rot inside a mosque’s chamber, 

an old woman, prayers dripping from lips. 142 

 

Although, as elaborated in the first chapter many, including Islamic feminists such as 

Ziba Mirhosseini, have argued that religion and specifically Islam have not oppressed 

women and although it is worth noting that ‘gender apartheid is more than a religious 

ordinance’143, religion has always been accomplice in concretising gender norms. Therefore 

feminist critique of religion has been happening for centuries.144 As demonstrated above 

and many other instances, Forough Farrokhzad has done this beautifully through her poetry.  

In her essay Kiarostami and the Aesthetics of Modern Persian Poetry, Khatereh 

Sheibani argues that although Persian poetry had become a tool for promoting social and 

political ideas, Forough Farrokhzad turned Persian poetry into ‘something more personal 

and peaceful’.145 I contest this statement by suggesting that although Forough Farrokhzad’s 

poetry might sound personal at times, for instance when she mentions the name of her son, 

she does what T. S. Eliot believes every great poet must do: universalise their personal 

feelings and experiences146. As for political, I refer the reader to the radical feminism 

woven through nearly all her poems. Her direct renouncement of the institution of 

heterosexual marriage and her blatant criticism of God and religion constitute only a few 

 
142 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 26. 
143 Farzaneh Milani, Words, not Swords: Iranian women writers and the freedom of movement (Syracuse: 

Syracuse University Press, 2011), p.  3. 
144The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, p.762. 
145Khatereh Sheibani, ‘Kiarostami and the Aesthetics of Modern Persian Poetry’, Iranian Studies, 39. 4 (2006), 

509–537 (p. 510). 
146 T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, Perspecta, 19 (1982 [First published in 1919]), 36–42 
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political elements of her poetry. Indeed, Jasmin Darznik correctly describes Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poetry as ‘at once political and poetic, particular and universal’.147 

However, Forough Farrokhzad’s feminism did not only appear when she specifically 

and intentionally wrote a feminist manifesto like Wind-Up Doll. Her feminism was woven 

into all her interviews, lifestyle, letters, and even and especially her early erotic poems. 

Despite the fact that in the Iranian literary narrative there is a dichotomy between her early 

poetry as insignificant erotica and her later poetry (her fourth and fifth poetry collection) as 

political high art148, even in her later poetry there are quite a few erotic poems, and it is 

worth noting that there is no escape from eroticism when focussing on Forough Farrokhzad. 

I suggest that in the case of Forough erotica is political. Therefore, her early poems, despite 

lacking the intricate literary devices and innovative language and maturity that we 

encounter in her later poetry, are extremely political in that they opened the gates of 

acknowledgement of Iranian female sexuality and bold articulation of female desire. In her 

fourth poetry collection, there is a poem called Ma’ashoogh-e man. In Farsi, this precisely 

means My Beloved. However, Sholeh Wolpe has unsurprisingly translated this as My Lover, 

giving the male object of desire an agency and power that Forough did not grant. In this 

poem, Forough through poetically beautiful language and original imagery and similes 

describes and objectifies her object of desire as: 

He is a man from the last centuries 

reminiscent of beauty’s authenticity 

… 

My beloved 

is a simple human 

 
147 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad in Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 104. 
148 Michael C. Hillmann, A Lonely Woman: Forough Farrokhzad and Her Poetry (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 

1987) 

 



 282 

A simple human whom 

I have hidden in the vicious land of wonders 

like the last sign of a wondrous religion 

In the shrubs of my breasts.149 

 

As shown above, Forough Farrokhzad managed to completely reverse gender roles 

through this poem in the 1960s in Iran. This is an act that is still being celebrated and hailed 

in the West as forward, innovative, and ‘very important’, especially if done by wealthy 

white women artists and entertainers, even if achieved through much cruder means. 150  

Giving the narrator’s beloved an agency by translating him as the ‘lover’ and not 

loved is not an error merely unique to Sholeh Wolpe. Even Farzaneh Milani, the renowned 

Iranian feminist scholar and Forough expert has committed the same mistake in her 

otherwise stunning essay Love and Sexuality in the Poetry of Forugh Farrokhzad: A 

Reconsideration (1982).  

 

Let Us Believe in the Advent of the Cold Season 

Forough Farrokhzad’s fifth poetry collection Iman Biavarim be Aghaaze Fasl-e Sard (Let 

Us Believe in the Advent of the Cold Season) was written in 1965 but was posthumously 

published in 1974 and solidified her reputation as one of the greatest Persian poets in Iran. 

151  

The first poem in the collection is the title poem, and is a great example of modernist 

poetry due to its content and techniques. Its sense of doom, apocalypse, frustration, 

 
149 Forough Farrokhzad, Ma’ashoogh-e man 
150Kim, Michelle, ‘We Need to Talk about Charli XCX’s Very Important ‘Boys’ Video’, Pitchfork 

(27/07/2017), < https://pitchfork.com/thepitch/we-need-to-talk-about-charli-xcxs-very-important-boys-video/> 

(last accessed: 01/11/2018) 
151 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad In Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 107. 
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disappointment, and gloom in this long free verse has been expressed through unique and 

cryptic images. Jasmin Darznik has likened this poem to T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land.152 

Sholeh Wolpe has an accurate English translation of this poem in her book Sin: Collected 

Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad (2007). Below is an extract:  

Hollow human. 

Hollow, trusting human. 

Look at his teeth singing as they chew, 

and his eyes devouring as they stare, 

and how he passes the wet trees: 

patiently, 

heavily,  

lost, 

at the hour of four, 

at the very moment his blue veins, 

wrapped about his throat like dead snakes, 

pound his angry temples 

with those bloodied syllables: 

Salaam.  

Salaam.  

 

Have you 

ever smelled 

those four water lilies?...153 

 

 
152 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad In Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 113. 
153 Sin: The Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 90. 
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The word salaam is Farsi equivalent to hello in English, and in Arabic it means 

peace. It appears that Wolpe has avoided direct word to word translation in order to 

maintain the sense of mystery in the poem.  

Many believe that this poem, and the whole collection was a dark prophecy of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s sudden and tragic death;154 especially the famous final poem of the 

collection The Bird is Mortal and its final lines that have become a Persian proverb: 

Retain the flight in mind 

The bird is mortal.155 

 

Many claim that this dark collection was a prophecy of Iran’s political future,156 

especially in the light of the Islamic revolution as it is imbued with dark political 

symbolism, especially its most famous poem I Pity the Garden which Sholeh Wople has 

beautifully translated into English.157 Whilst acknowledging and not debunking any 

readings and interpretations of this poem, I would like to suggest a new interpretation for it: 

The fable of the garden of Eden is one of the most famous fables in the Quran. 

Contrary to the common belief in the West, it is not just a part of the narrative of 

Christianity, but also an integral part of Islamic and Middle Eastern discourse. In this 

thought-provoking and dark poem, Forough Farrokhzad criticises and ‘pities’ the garden 

that constitutes the narrator’s family. This garden that is ‘dying’ includes nuclear familial 

figures such as ‘father’ ‘mother’ ‘brother’ ‘sister’ and the narrator who is observing and 

mourning the decay and emptiness of it. The most common interpretation of this poem is 

that garden is a metaphor for Iran and the whole poem is an analogy for Iran’s eternally 

 
154 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad In Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 107. 
155 Trans. by me 
156 Jasmin Darznik, ‘Forough Goes West: The Legacy of Forough Farrokhzad In Iranian Diasporic Art and 

Literature’, p. 107. 
157 Sin: The Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, pp. 100-104. 
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turbulent political situation. In my queer reading, the garden is a metaphor for heterosexual 

family structure. The word ‘garden’ in a literary context has strong connotations with the 

Garden of Eden, where the first narrative of compulsory heterosexuality was shaped which 

gave birth to the first model of nuclear family. In this intricate poem, Forough Farrokhzad 

purposefully or not also criticises patriarchal authoritarian concepts that have consolidated 

compulsory heterosexuality and the subordination of women. She specifically does this 

through describing the figures of mother and sister: 

Mother’s life is a rolled out prayer rug. 

She lives in terror of Hell, 

always seeks Sin’s footprints in every corner, 

imagines the garden sullied  

By the sin of a wayward plant. 

 

Mother is a sinner by nature. She prays  

all day, then with her ‘consecrated’ breath 

blows on all the flowers, all the fish 

and all over her own body. 

She awaits the Promised One 

and the forgiveness He is to bring.158 

 

As expressed in the two stanzas above, Forough is again blaming Islam and Islamic 

culture for female subjugation; the fear religious faith and authority induce in the minds of 

women, resulting in controlling them and their sexuality. In fact, this is a recurring theme in 

many of her later poems. Blaming Islam for female subjugation is a common theme in 

 
158 Forough Farrokhzad, I Pity the Garden from Let Us Believe in the Advent of the Cold Season (Tehran: 

Morvarid Press, 1974) trans. by Sholeh Wolpe (Fayettevile: The University of Arkansas Press, 2007). To 

illustrate my points in English, I have used Wolpe’s faithful translation, pp. 100-103. 
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many Iranian women’s writing, especially the ones who have been producing work after the 

Islamic revolution.  

In this poem Forough is not specifically attacking Islam, but whatever she deems 

responsible for the heterosexist family structures:  

My sister was a friend to flowers. 

She would take her simple heart’s words 

-when mother beat her- 

to their kind and silent gathering, 

and sometimes she would treat the family  

of fish to sunshine and cake crumbs. 

 

In the above stanza, she also talks about child abuse in nuclear family structure, in the 

garden. Physical abuse in the hands of the female authority ‘mother’ who herself has been 

abused by the strongest male authority, religion. ‘Mother’ whose life the narrator has 

reduced to a ‘rolled out prayer rug’. Only in the stanza after this, we see the abused ‘sister’ 

who used to confide in nature, all grown-up with her own heteronormative life which the 

narrator describes as ‘artificial’: 

She now lives on the other side of town 

In her artificial home, and in the arms  

of her artificial husband she makes natural children. 

 

At first glance, Forough Farrokhzad seems to be finishing this dark poem on a ray of 

hope:  

 

I am like a school child madly in love 
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with geometry books. 

I am forlorn 

And imagine it is possible to take the garden to a hospital.  

 

The word ‘hospital’ connotes both positive concepts such as hope and healing, but 

also negative ones such as misery, death, illness, thereby an extremely cunning choice in 

this context. However, Farrokhzad beautifully and swiftly takes away this hope by ending 

the poem with these lines: 

I imagine I imagine 

And the garden’s heart has swollen in the heat 

of this sun, its mind slowly drains of its lush memories. 

 

By ending this poem on a note of despair, she expresses hopelessness, irresolution, 

disappointment, and frustration at the conventional heterosexist family structure.  

 

On Queerness and the Dilemma of Translating Farsi into English 

As Farzaneh Milani states, ‘Poetical translation is paradoxical. It is neither an exercise of 

free creativity nor free from creativity.’159 Considering this statement, the translation is 

smooth - it won the 2010 Lois Roth Endowment Persian Translation Prize. It is faithful to 

the original poetry in Persian – as much as poetic translation can be faithful – except one 

fundamental issue: Farsi is a gender-neutral language. For referring to either he or she, we 

use only one pronoun او (pronounced: oo). Thus, many of Forough Farrokhzad’s erotic 

poems can be read as Sapphic or genderless. However, Sholeh Wolpe has translated all the 

gender-neutral Persian pronouns into ‘he’, thereby heterosexualising Forough Farrokhzad’s 

 
159 Farzaneh Milani, ‘Reviewed Work(s): Another Birth, Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad by Hasan 

Javadi, Susan Sallee, Forugh Farrokhzad and Forough Farrakhzad’, Iranian Studies, 19.1 (1986), 108–111 (p. 

109). 
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gender neutral poems. Sadly, it comes as no surprise as even Sappho’s poetry when it was 

first translated into English from Greek, wasn’t safe from what Adrienne Rich call 

‘compulsory heterosexuality’, that is ‘heterosexuality is presumed as a ‘sexual preference’ 

of most women, either implicitly or explicitly’160. Judith Butler argues that, ‘The institution 

of a compulsory and neutralised heterosexuality requires and regulates gender as a binary 

relation’; according to Butler, this act  ‘is accomplished through the practices of 

heterosexual desire.’161 In Queer Phenomenology, Sara Ahmed states that compulsory 

heterosexuality dictates what bodies are allowed to do, because bodies ‘take the shape of 

norms’ that are achieved with ‘force’.162 Despite the fact that Forough Farrokhzad’s Persian 

poetry is not heteronormative, some of the English translations by Sholeh Wolpe are 

extremely so. Both Judith Butler and Sara Ahmed argue that heteronormativity demands 

blindness to queer love and its loss.163 In The Straight Mind Monique Wittig argues that the 

discourses that oppress women and homosexuals are the discourses ‘which take for granted 

that what founds society, any society, is heterosexuality.’164 In the context of Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poetry, Sholeh Wolpe functions not just as an objective translator – if such a 

thing exists – but as an agent of heteronormativity and compulsory heterosexuality. 

Therefore, through the only main English translation of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry, her 

poetry which has a special place in the Iranian queer community, has been straightened out 

in the West. And the queerness of her poetry is what is really striking about Forough 

Farrokhzad’s depictions of female sexuality, however, unfortunately this is something that 

has been missed in most of the English translations.  

 
160 Adrienne Rich, ‘Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture 

and Society, 5.4 (1980), 631–660 (p. 633). 
161 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (London: Routledge, 1990), p. 31.  
162 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (London: Duke University Press, 2006). 

163 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others, p. 91. 
164 Monique Wittig, The Straight Mind and Other Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992) 
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Despite the compulsory heterosexualization of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry not only 

through translation, but also through censorship and the Iranian societal discourse, Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poetry and persona have been integral parts of the Iranian queer community – 

even and especially long after the Islamic revolution.  

Indeed, Forough Farrokhzad herself expressed a gender-neutral attitude in one of her 

most famous interviews: 

 

Interviewer (Iraj Gorgin): ‘I suppose one of the characteristics of your poetry 

is its womanliness. What is your opinion on this?’ 

 

Forough Farrokhzad: ‘Well, if my poem has a tendency towards being 

womanly, as you call it, it is because fortunately I am a woman. But when it 

comes to the artistic merit of a piece of art, I think gender cannot matter, and 

posing it isn’t right. Because what matters is human self-development. The 

important thing is being a human, man or woman don’t matter. Anyway, when 

I write poetry I do not think about my gender, I only think about how that 

poem can be a great piece of art.’ 165 

 

A close reading of Gonah reinforces the poet’s queer attitude. Gonah (Farsi for Sin) is 

one of Forough Farrokhzad’s most famous poems. This poem is the opening poem in her 

second poetry collection The Wall (1956). It is also the first poem in Sholeh Wople’s book 

of translation, she has also titled the whole book Sin, which is a clever way of titling a book 

of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry, considering that the concept of sin is one of the recurring 

themes of Forough Farrokhzad’s early poetry. First, I have a glance at how this sensual and 

queer poem has become heterosexualised through English translation. Below is the second 

stanza of the poem in English:  

In that quiet vacant dark 

I looked into his mystic eyes, 

 
165[The Orchard Music (on behalf of Barbad Music); UMPI, and 2 Music Rights Societies], [Forugh 

Farrokhzad: مصاحبه ایرج گرگین با فروغ فرخزاد]. YouTube, uploaded by [doostmusic], 11/02/2012 

<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j97ArgT4izA&list=LLt45hiUHC4eqlGbCj3xrs0Q&index=1> 

[28/10/2018].  

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j97ArgT4izA&list=LLt45hiUHC4eqlGbCj3xrs0Q&index=1
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found such longing that my heart 

fluttered impatient in my breast. 

 

The diction used in the English translation is quite close to the diction used in Farsi. 

However, nowhere in the original poem do we encounter a pronoun that could even 

remotely relate to him, his, or he, or anything indicative of maleness and masculinity. This 

is also the issue in the third stanza of the poem (my italics): 

In that quiet vacant dark 

I sat beside him punch-drunk, 

his lips released desire on mine, 

grief unclenched my crazy heart.  

 

Again, nowhere in the original poem, is there, ‘him’ or ‘his’. Only oo (him or her), 

and –ash (hers or his).  

Translating Persian pronouns (which are genderless) into English pronouns (which 

are gendered), especially in the case of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry, is not just an issue 

with the sexuality of the characters in the poems, but as Farzaneh Milani points out, has 

created more serious problems in translating Forough Farrokhzad’s intricate poetry. 

Milani argues that in one of Forough Farrokhzad’s most layered poems called Lost 

which deals with exploring ‘self’, the English translation by Hasan Javadi and Susan 

Sallee has completely turned this deep and self-reflective poem into a ‘tediously 

stereotyped search for a man.’166 Below is the mentioned translation by Hasan Javadi 

and Susan Sallee: 

 

 
166Farzaneh Milani, ‘Reviewed Work(s): Another Birth, Selected Poems of Forough Farrokhzad by Hasan 

Javadi, Susan Sallee’ Iranian Studies 19 (1986), p. 110. 
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                                       After those acts of madness, ah, alas 

I can’t believe that I’ve grown wise 

It seems that he has died in me, 

I’m so weary, so silent, so nullified 

 

Although it is worth noting that twenty years later, Sholeh Wolpe translated this 

poem, in her book Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, resolving the issue with 

Hasan Javadi’s and Susan Sallee’s translation. Below is the first stanza of the poem, 

translated by Sholeh Wolpe: 

Pity that after all my insanity, 

I do not believe I’m well again, 

For she has died in me, and I  

Have become idle, silent, and weary.167 

 

Sholeh Wople has italicised the pronoun ‘she’, as Forough Farrokhzad herself in the 

original, Persian version of her poem, has put ‘oo’ in double quotations: « او» 

 It would have been fair if Sholeh Wolpe had put the same amount of precision with 

translating pronouns regarding the sexuality of the poems, rather than heterosexualising the 

genderless poems.  

However, in those poems that Forough Farrokhzad used the pronoun ‘you’, the 

element of queerness has been maintained in the English translations as well, not through 

any specific effort by the translators, but merely due to the fact that in English, the pronoun 

‘you’ does not convey any genders. Below some of these examples will be discussed in 

more detail.  

 
167Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 14. 
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Tonight from your eyes’ sky 

stars rain on my poem, 

my fingers spark, set ablaze 

the muteness of these blank pages.168 

 

Above is the opening stanza from her poem On Loving, which appears in her debut 

poetry collection Captive (1955). In the poem, Forough goes on to explain why loving 

should be done for the sake of love and nothing else, regardless of the ‘road’s end’ which is 

‘out of sight’. This is a very smooth and faithful translation by Sholeh Wolpe who 

successfully straightened out the other poems by giving them heterosexual narratives – 

simply through the use of normative pronouns. Below are the two final stanzas from the 

same poem:  

 

I’m so filled with you 

I want to crumble into myself like a speck of dust, 

To gently lay my head at your feet, 

Cling fast to your weightless shadow. 

 

Yes, so love begins, 

And though the road’s end is out of sight, 

I do not think of the end 

For it’s the loving I so love.169 

 

 
168 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 6. 
169Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 7. 
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Although it is not clear why Wolpe has italicised the word ‘loving’ as the poet herself 

hasn’t made any emphasis on the word in the original version of the poem, it is a beautiful 

and faithful translation. And it is indicative of an element of queerness in Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poetry as her muse, or the lover and beloved of the narrator of this poem 

could be of any gender, due to the fact that the pronoun ‘you’ is genderless in both Farsi 

and English.  

In light of the problem of translating gender in Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry, I offer a 

close reading of her rather eerie poem Captive, from her debut poetry collection with the 

same title, published in 1955. Whilst in the first stanza of the poem, the translator Wolpe 

hasn’t managed to gender and heterosexualise the poem, she still manages to assign a 

gender to a passing child in this poem by her English translation. In the first stanza of the 

poem where the narrator expresses their fervent desire for someone outside their ‘cage’, it’s 

addressed as ‘you’, thereby not heterosexualised: 

It’s you I want, yet I know why 

I could never hold you to my heart’s content, 

For you’re the bright and cloudless sky 

And I am a bird captive in a cage.170 

 

Ironically, this poem could be read as a homosexual account of love. And the ‘cage’ 

the narrator is referring to could be the cage of compulsory heterosexuality. The second 

stanza sounds even more homosexual than the first one: 

Behind raw iron icy bars 

I cravingly stare at your face, 

daydream a magic hand arrives 

 
170Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 9. 
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and frees this bed to wing your way. 

 

In the last line of the stanza, the narrator makes it crystal clear that they do not wish 

to take the opposite way, but rather the same way. And they need to become ‘free’ first in 

order to be able to do so. Therefore, in the third stanza, the narrator dreams about ‘escape’: 

I daydream-escape this silent cage 

in a moment when my jailer slackens, 

laugh into his eyes, then engage  

myself in a life by your side.  

 

In this stanza, Wolpe has gendered the ‘jailer’ precisely according to the original 

Persian text in which it is clearly mentioned that the jailor is a man, ‘the male jailor’. In 

Farsi:  زندانبانمرد . The word (mard)مرد means man.  

There is also a mention of a child in this poem; this child has also been gendered by 

English translation. According to the translator this child is a ‘he’. However, in the original 

poem the child doesn’t have a gender, which makes gender irrelevant. Below is the 

translated stanza with the child: 

From behind the bars a child 

Smiles every light-choked morning, 

And his lips give kisses wide-eyed 

When I trill out thrilling song. 

 

Everything else in this stanza is close to the Persian version. Although it is worth 

considering that assigning the male gender to the child is justifiable from a biographical 

point of view as Forough Farrokhzad did have one son whom she lost to her husband in the 
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custody battle of her divorce, due to her chain of love affairs. In fact, she does have a few 

poems in which she has mentioned the name of her son, ‘kami’ short for ‘kamyar’. Sholeh 

Wolpe has translated one of these poems, called Return. This poem is from Forough 

Farrokhzad’s third poetry collection The Rebellion (1958), and it’s a doleful poem about the 

loss of Kami, her son, and how this loss has made the world of the narrator/ mother a dark 

and depressing place: 

 

I sank against the wall, said softly: 

Is it you, Kami? But saw 

from my bitter past remains 

nothing – 

nothing but a name. 

 

In the end the road ended, and I 

arrived dusty from my journey. 

I was thirsty, but the path was not spring-bound. 

Alas, my city was the boneyard of my dreams.171 

 

This eccentric poem ends with the narrator, the captive, thinking to themselves that 

even if they manage to escape, the house will be ruined and the laughing child would 

become the ‘crying child’.   

Even if we overlook the queer implications we discussed in the poem, the poem quite 

clearly is describing a disabling and oppressive heterosexual relationship, with a child 

 
171 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 20. 
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involved. In fact, the gender of this child is not of the utmost importance – unlike that of the 

narrator’s lovers and muses in her other poems.  

In the light of the queerness of her poetry, it would be helpful to have a look at one of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s most famous poems, The Wall, from her second poetry collection 

with the same title published in 1956. Sholeh Wolpe has also translated this poem for her 

book Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad (2007). Because there is no ‘oo’ pronoun 

in the poem, the queer quality of the poem is intact in the English translation as well. Below 

is the first stanza of this intense poem:  

In the cold flurry of moments 

your silent barbaric eyes 

erect a wall around me. 

 

The loaded term ‘barbaric’ is a questionable way of discussing someone’s eyes. One 

cannot help but wonder why Wolpe has made this dubious choice. The word in the original 

poem is وحشی (vahshi) which is the direct Farsi equivalence of the word ‘savage’. Despite 

this one matter, the rest of the translation is rather faithful to the original poem. Here is a 

stanza from the middle of the poem:  

I flee from you 

so that far from you I can enter 

my dream’s city, break 

the weighty gold lock to my fantasies’ palace.172 

 

 
172 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 12. 
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This poem is a good example of when there is no third person pronoun او (oo) in the 

original poetry, it is much easier to translate the poems into English. For now, I suggest 

using the pronoun ‘they’ to translate او (oo) from Persian into English.  

One of the most celebrated poems of Forough Farrokhzad is called Someone Like 

Noone. This poem is from her fifth poetry collection which was published posthumously in 

1974. In the poem, the narrator is dreaming about the advent of someone, a figure, who will 

be just and will make social justice and equality possible. In the original version of the 

poem, there is no mention of the gender of this person, as most lines start with the neutral 

third person pronoun; oo. In the English translation, however, Sholeh Wople has decided 

that the gender of this saviour figure is male, and has translated all the ‘oo’s into ‘he’. 

Despite the fact that Forough Farrokhzad makes it quite clear in the opening lines that this 

person or figure is not male:  

I dreamed someone’s coming 

Someone better 

Someone different 

Someone like no one.  

Not like father 

not like any man 

not like mother. 

 

And yet, in a few lines after that, the translator manages to impose their own 

gendered and phallocentric view on this poem: 

And his name 

as mother says in the beginning and the end of her prayers 

is either judge of judges or Granter of Wishes 
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And he can recite 

with eyes closed 

all the hard words in the third-grade book 

he can even subtract a thousand from twenty million…173 

 

As illustrated above, the English translation has turned this queer and socialist poem 

into a cliché-ridden piece about a male saviour. The poem ends on a hopeful but 

hallucinatory note that this figure will share everything between people equally:  

 

And he’ll spread the tablecloth, 

And divide the bread, 

And divide the Pepsi, 

And divide the City Park, 

And divide the whooping-cough syrup, 

And divide the hospital numbers 

… 

And everything else that’s left 

And give us our share too. 

I dreamed…174 

 

By assigning the male gender to the saviour figure in this poem, the translator has 

completely altered the spirit of the original poem in order to impose and promote a 

stereotypical and masculinist discourse on gender; if there is a saviour, of course it is a he. 

This is totally at odds with both the persona of Forough Farrokhzad herself as a gender-

 
173 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, pp. 104-105. 
174 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 107. 
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bending feminist, and her conspicuously feminist poems, such as Wind-up Doll and The 

Ring. 

Whilst in Farsi Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry sounds quite gender-fluid and queer, the 

only thing queer in this award-winning translation is the mention of the word ‘queer’ by the 

translator in Sholeh Wolpe’s otherwise rather faithful translation of the poem Earthly 

Verses from Forough Farrokhzad’s fourth poetry collection Another Birth (1964). A 

lengthy, highly metaphorical, apocalyptic, imagist, and symbolic poem about the 

metaphorical ‘death of the sun’, that is touching on human condition and existential angst. 

Below is one of the middle stanzas in which Sholeh Wolpe has unnecessarily used the word 

‘queer’:  

The sun was dead. 

The sun was dead and ‘tomorrow’ 

was a queer ancient word meaning nothing 

to children. In their notebooks they drew it 

as an inky black smudge.175 

 

In the original version of the poem there is no word implying any definitions of 

‘queer’. In fact, the only adjective describing ‘word’ (lafz) لفظ is exactly ‘worn-out’ or 

‘stale’ (kohneh) کهنه. Two words in the original version:  لفظ  +   کهنه = worn-out + word. 

There was absolutely no need to use the loaded term of ‘queer’ especially in a negative 

context, to connote a negative state such as decay and staleness.  

Wolpe has also added a superfluous pair of quotation marks around the word, 

‘tomorrow’; in the original poem, the word tomorrow (farda) فردا is on its own, like the rest 

of the words. Everything else in this stanza is a skilful word to word translation.  Although, 

 
175 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 54. 
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adding a superfluous pair of quotation marks in poetry translation is much more forgivable 

than heterosexualising it.  

However, despite Sholeh Wolpe’s best efforts to abide by the heterosexual conducts 

through her otherwise faithful translation, sometimes, even the translated poems retain not 

only their sexually queer element, but also the reversal of gender norms. This stanza from 

the poem In Night’s Cold Streets from the collection Another Birth is a prime example of 

Forough Farrokhzad’s nonnormative attitude towards gender which has survived Sholeh 

Wolpe’s English translation: 

I’m the earth’s ferocious lust 

sucking all the waters in 

to impregnate the fields.176 

 

This translated stanza comes as a delightful surprise as the translator who at times has 

acted as gender police has not questioned how the supposedly female narrator can 

‘impregnate’ and has not altered it to something more straight at the expense of damaging 

the spirit of the poem.  

However, to be fair to Wolpe, those few times that Forough Farrokhzad herself has 

mentioned the gender of her lover in a poem, she has specifically mentioned that it is a 

‘man’, never a ‘woman’. Including in her poems The Bitter Visitation, Lost, and Waiting 

from her first collection The Captive (1955), and My Beloved from her fourth poetry 

collection Another Birth (1964). For instance, this is the opening of her poem Lost from her 

debut poetry collection The Captive (1955):  

I was faithful to a man, and he 

kicked away my love and hope 177 

 
176 Sin: Selected Poems of Forugh Farrokhzad, p. 48. 
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However, even through her heterosexualised English translations, it is still possible to 

have a queer reading of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry, as so many Persian-speaking gay 

men have done with her original poems in Farsi, by considering the narrator to be a ‘he’, a 

boy, or a man, addressing another ‘he’ as his lover.  

Still it is worth noting that in spite of being grateful for Wolpe’s rather beautiful 

translation of Forough Farrokhzad’s poems into English, the compulsory 

heterosexualization she has committed reduces the meaning of the original poems, and 

damages and undermines their feminism and queerness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
177 Forough Farrokhzad, Gomgashte (1955), trans. by me 
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Figure 9: Rome 1956. Forough (on the left) with her ‘artistic soulmate’ Behjat Sadr (on the 

right). Behjat was an Iranian Modernist artist who died in 2009.  

Photo Source: <https://mosaicrooms.org/event/the-house-is-black/> (last accessed: 

10/10/2018) 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, through a close reading of Forough Farrokhzad’s most ground-breaking 

poems, whilst contextualising them within theoretical frameworks posed by feminist and 

queer thinkers such as Judith Butler, Simone de Beauvoir, Farzaneh Milani, Adrienne Rich, 

and Sara Ahmed, I have shown how some of Forough Farrokhzad’s queer poems have been 

straightened out by English translation. The main justification is that in Farsi, pronouns are 

gender-neutral, whereas this is not the case in English. And the rest is what Adrienne Rich 

defines as compulsory heterosexuality.  

Although I offer a queer interpretation of some of Forough Farrokhzad’s poems, any 

time Forough Farrokhzad mentions the gender of her object of desire, it is always a man, 

never a woman. Also, from a biographical point of view, Forough Farrokhzad only chose 

male lovers. As Farzaneh Milani pointed out, ‘The need for love and relationships with men 

remains a focal theme in Forugh’s poetry to her last days.’178 

Exploring Forough Farrokhzad’s feminism, I have shown that her early feminism is 

more inclined towards essentialism, and her later feminism is more akin to Second Wave 

Feminism. In this chapter, I have also argued that Forough Farrokhzad’s significant 

feminism has not gained any international recognition due to the fact that her persona is the 

opposite of the image of the Oriental Oppressed Woman that the Occident has been 

strategically promoting for centuries, in order to justify the ongoing colonialist intervention 

in Iran. And because Forough Farrokhzad was a woman of colour who died young and 

produced her work merely in Farsi, she never achieved the universal recognition for her 

feminist words that she would have, had she been an English-speaking white woman.  

 

 

 
178 Farzaneh Milani, ‘Love and Sexuality in the Poetry of Forugh Farrokhzad: A Reconsideration’, Iranian 

Studies, 15.1 (1982), 117–128 (p. 120). 
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The Influence of Forough’s Poetry on My Poetry 

 

As an Iranian poet and writer who has explored Iranian female sexuality in both my 

creative and scholarly writing, it has been necessary to dedicate a chapter of my thesis to 

Forough Farrokhzad’s explorations of Iranian female sexuality, as her explorations have 

paved the way for me and many other Iranian women writers who are interested in writing 

about their gender, sexuality, and nonnormative desires.  

One of the objectives of my poetry is to create a body of creative work from the point 

of view of an Iranian queer woman, mostly within the context of Iran, whilst avoiding 

compulsory heterosexuality and colonialist depictions of Iran. Because I produce this work 

in English, it would be impossible for any English translator to heterosexualise my queer 

and Sapphic poems.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

‘[…] we still know that the power to kill is less than the power to create, for it 

produces an ending rather than the beginning of something new.’ Audre Lorde 179 

 

Doing a practice-based PhD is a heuristic process. My practice, at times, has functioned as 

research. And during my doctorate, I have discovered a great deal about myself, my 

identity, and the world, not just through my research and critical thinking, but also through 

my practice as a writer of poetry and short stories. Because I am undertaking a practice-

based PhD, my research needed to emerge from my practice – creative writing.  

The creative writing that I am submitting for my doctorate consists of a collection of 

thirteen short stories (55000 words) titled The Ministry of Guidance, and twenty poems 

selected from my two poetry collections Sorrows of the Sun (2017, Skyscraper) and The 

Rocksong of Sogolsur. 

As elaborated in the Introduction, Sara Ahmed’s second definition of the word queer 

– anyone practicing nonnormative sexualities, thus living in an oblique world – has been 

the principal definition of queerness that I have adhered to all through this thesis, unless 

otherwise stated.  

During the first two years of my doctorate, I came up with a rough draft for my poetry 

and short story collections. This was when the theme of my research clearly emerged: The 

Iranian Queer. Soon, I realised my concern with queer art and literature and my own 

identity as a queer Iranian woman led me to produce stories in the context of my country 

and nationality, Iran. I set about to research and discover and discuss all the other 

 
179  Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches (Berkeley: Crossing Press,1984), p. 152.  
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representations of Iranian queers in contemporary literature. This was when my eyes 

opened to a disturbing and sad reality: there were few representations of Iranian queer 

women (and men) in contemporary literature.   

 

The Lack of Iranian Queers Representations 

As mentioned previously, in September 2007 our former president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 

claimed at Columbia University that ‘We have no homosexuals in Iran’.180 He used the 

offensive and dated Farsi term ‘hamjensbaz’ which means ‘someone who plays with same 

sex’ as opposed to the correct and modern Farsi word hamjensgara which roughly 

translates as ‘someone who is inclined towards same sex’. This false statement infuriated 

me and to a certain extent provoked this PhD. 

Unfortunately there are few representations of Iranian queers, these few 

representations are mostly littered with a colonial discourse which demonises and 

homogenises Iran and dehumanises the Iranian people. Payam Feili, the only Iranian openly 

gay poet who fled to Israel in 2015, called Israel ‘the best place on earth’, and tattooed the 

star of David on his neck,181 in an obvious case of what Jasbir Puar calls, ‘Israeli 

pinkwashing’. This is the exploitation of LGBTQ rights in order to make Israel the only 

‘gay friendly’ and ‘democratic’ country in the region, which according to Puar, ‘denies 

Israeli homophobic oppression of its own gays and lesbians, of which there is plenty, and it 

 
180 [AP ARCHIVE], [Ahmadinejad: No Homosexuals in Iran]. YouTube, uploaded by [AP ARCHIVE], 

24/09/2007 http://www.aparchive.com/metadata/youtube/3e5721a6f8d8fa2cc4c74362f84a7266# [28/10/2018] 
181 Payam Feili, ‘Exiled Iranian Poet in Israel: This Is the Best Place on Earth’, The Times of Israel, (2015). < 
http://www.timesofisrael.com/exiled-iranian-poet-in-israel-this-is-the-best-place-on-earth/> (last accessed: 

01/11/2018) 

 

http://www.aparchive.com/metadata/youtube/3e5721a6f8d8fa2cc4c74362f84a7266
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recruits, often unwittingly, gays and lesbians of other countries into a collusion with Israeli 

violence towards Palestine.’182 

Other contemporary representations of Iranian queers include the tragic lesbian movie 

Circumstance (2011) written and directed by Maryam Keshavarz, in which the Iranian 

lesbians are constantly abused in the course of the film which takes place in Iran; there is also 

a chapter in Ramita Navai’s book City of Lies: Love, Sex, Death and the Search of Truth in 

Tehran 183 about Iranian trans women in which she has demonised and homogenised Iran by 

perpetuating the colonial belief that Iranian trans women are actually Iranian gay men who 

are coerced into transitioning into women – as the Iranian government encourages gender 

transitioning for homosexuals in order to straighten them out. Ramita Navai’s portrayal of 

Iranian trans women is not only strangely transphobic and misogynist but is an image of 

victimhood, misery, and lack of agency. According to Afsaneh Najmabadi, the renowned 

Iranian gender scholar, this narrative of coercion about transgendered people in Iran is 

something that has been promoted by international media coverage that ‘circulates within 

larger reductive and totalising transnational discourses on Iran’ with the objective of framing 

Iran as a fundamentalist country, thereby dismissing all its progressive and reformist 

movements.184 In her book Terrorist Assemblages Homonationalism in Queer Times, Puar 

argues that this ‘frenzied fixation on the homophobia of Iran’s state regime’ is mostly 

perpetuated by the same people who are after the invasion of Iran.185 As I have explained in 

detail in previous chapters that pieces like these have perpetuated both the Occidental 

 
182‘Israel’s Gay Propaganda War’, The Guardian, (01/07/2010) 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2010/jul/01/israels-gay-propaganda-war (last accessed: 

01/11/2018).  
183 Ramita Navai, City of Lies: Love, Sex, Death and the Search for Truth in Tehran (London: The Orion 

Publishing Group, 2014) 
184 Afsaneh Najmabadi, Professing Selves: Transsexuality and Same Sex Desire in Contemporary Iran, 

(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2014), p. 2. 
185 Jasbir Puar, Terrorist Assemblages Homonationalism in Queer Times (Durham: Duke University Press, 

2007), p. 9.  
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mainstream and Ahmadinejad’s fundamentalist belief that homosexuality within the 

geographical borders of Iran is impossible, doomed and ultimately non-existent.  

Desiree Akhavan’s refreshing comedies Appropriate Behaviour (2015)186 and The 

Bisexual (2018), 187 although they involve a second-generation immigrant Iranian queer in the 

United States, is more of a representation of queerness in New York’s hipster scene than it is 

in Iran. Negar Djavadi’s discursive novel Disoriental published in May 2018 is one of the 

few literary pieces with an Iranian queer protagonist that expresses awareness of postcolonial 

concerns. Whilst the novel is being narrated from the point of view of an Iranian lesbian, a 

second-generation immigrant in France, the novel’s main focus is more on the turbulent 

history of Iran through the genealogy of the narrator’s wealthy family, than on queer lives in 

the context of contemporary Iran. It seems like there will be a surge of representations of 

Iranian queers in different contexts through different mediums and discussions in the near 

future which is truly promising, and I hope my work will be just one of the many that bring 

up the matter of Iranian queer existence into view.  

However, one may agree with Arsham Parsi, one of the most well-known Iranian 

queer activists and founder of Iranian Railroad for Queer Refugees that the Iranian queers’ 

fight for freedom and integrity ‘begins first and foremost as a struggle for 

acknowledgement and existence.’ In his chilling essay, published by Harvard International 

Review in 2014, Arsham Parsi blames the ‘homophobic Sharia law’ for the ‘censored’ 

‘hidden’ and ‘sheltered’ lives of the Iranian queers.188  

As a privileged middle-class Iranian queer, having lived most of my life in Tehran, I 

seldom experienced a real threat targeted directly at me or at my numerous queer 

acquaintances. As explained in my introduction, although Iran is a theocratic state with 

 
186 ‘Appropriate Behaviour’, dir. by Desiree Akhavan (Parkville Pictures, 2015) 
187 ‘The Bisexual’, dir. by Desiree Akhavan (Channel 4 Television, 2018) 
188 Arsham Parsi, ‘Iranian Queers and Laws: Fighting for Freedom of Expression’, Harvard International 

Review, 36.2 (2014), 49–53 (p. 49). 
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inhumane homophobic laws incorporated not just into the system, but also into the deepest 

layers of the society, Iran is not a police state.189 In fact, in April 2018, when our current 

Prime Minister Javad Zarif was asked about the death penalty for homosexuals in an 

interview at the Council of Foreign Affairs, he stated, in his articulate American English, 

‘People have specific traditional and cultural values, we do not punish or criminalise 

anybody for their activity at home, what is important is what they do in the street, what they 

do in the society; and we have a different set of norms than western societies when it comes 

to sexual preferences exhibited in the street, not in their personal life.’190 – an improvement 

from what Ahmadinejad said eleven years ago. Although this statement is still an attempt to 

control and define sexualities by ‘norms’ and associates queerness with the West, 

nonetheless an improvement as, unlike Ahmadinejad, Zarif did not deny the existence of 

homosexuals, and did not use the derogatory and dated term to describe them. However, 

both Zarif and Ahmadinejad are resorting to ‘norms’ in order to oppress Iranian 

homosexuals; although, to quote Judith Butler, ‘To be oppressed you must first become 

intelligible,’. To use Butler’s discourse, it is therefore ‘unintelligibility’ that the Iranian 

homosexuals are subjected to, which in Butler’s view is worse than oppression; Iranian 

homosexuals are an ‘impossibility’ which makes their ‘language hollow’, because ‘no 

recognition is forthcoming because the norms by which recognition takes place are not in 

your favour.’191 It is worth noting that both Judith Butler and Javad Zarif use the term 

‘norms’ to discuss homosexuality. The hollowness of the ‘language’ that comes with lack 

of ‘recognition’ is what I have also explored a great deal in my practice, in both my prose 

and poetry, when discussing Iranian queer sexuality.  

 
189 Gunes Murat Tezcur and Taghi Azadarmaki, ‘Religiosity and Islamic Rule in Iran’, Journal for the Scientific 
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Although the homophobic tendencies of the Iranian society or ‘values’ to use Zarif’s 

term, have meant that most Iranian queers lead double lives and become ‘unintelligible’, we 

still manage to survive and celebrate and not just exist, but exist ‘gloriously’ as I have 

depicted in some of my short stories and poems. However, whilst celebrating this existence 

and survival, it is important to acknowledge the laws of the Iranian government regarding 

homosexuality: A man guilty of kissing another man ‘with lascivious intent’ is punishable 

‘by up to 60 lashes of the whip’ (Article 124). Likewise, Tafkhiz – non-penetrative sex – 

and other sexual behaviour between two men are punishable by 100 lashes to each partner. 

Four convictions of Tafkhiz may lead to the death penalty (as does sexual ‘penetration’). 

The Penal Code further stipulates that ‘if two men, unrelated to one another, lie, without 

necessity, naked under the same cover, they will each be punished by up to 99 lashes of the 

whip’ (Article 123).  

The law is equally punishing for Iranian lesbians. According to Articles 129 and 131, 

the punishment for mosaheqeh – sexual relations between two females – is 100 lashes for 

each partner for the first three offenses, and the death penalty for the fourth.192 

This makes Iran one of the eight countries in the world in which homosexual conduct 

is punishable by death. The other seven countries are Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Qatar, Sudan, 

Yemen, Mauritania, and Nigeria. In 2011 and 2012 seven men were executed for sodomy in 

Iran. These death sentences were all given with reference to Articles 110 and 108 of the 

Islamic Panel Code.193 According to Amnesty International some 5,000 homosexuals have 

been executed in Iran since the 1979 Iranian Revolution, including two gay men in 2014, 

for engaging in consensual homosexual relations.194  

 
192 Arsham Parsi, ‘Iranian Queers and Laws: Fighting for Freedom of Expression’, p.50.  
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In spite of the harrowing homophobia of the Iranian government, legally Iran is 

surprisingly trans-friendly, as sex reassignment surgery was legalised in 1984 by Ayatollah 

Khomeini, and the Iranian government also provides loans for this operation and ‘hormone 

therapy’.195 The statistics show that from 2006 to 2010, 1366 Iranians underwent sex 

reassignment operation, which means Iran had the most gender reassignment operations 

than any other country apart from Thailand. However, since 2011 when the USA and EU 

imposed crippling economic sanctions against Iran, the government have significantly 

reduced the funds for gender reassignment surgery.196  

Predictably, in the binary narrative created and perpetuated by Ramita Navai and 

other organisations who share the same propagandist intentions, where a homophobic Iran 

is juxtaposed with the gay-friendly West, there is not even a mention of how Western 

sanctions have jeopardised the life of Iranian queers. As Sima Shakhsari argues, ‘Some of 

these organizations that reify essentialist notions of sexual identities, only support people 

whom they consider to be ‘authentic’ LGBT individuals. These organizations often 

consider sexuality in Iran to be backward, repressed, and in need of liberation.’197 

Despite being involved in the Iranian queer scene, I do not personally know any 

homosexual who was either executed or coerced into gender reassignment surgery – I do 

know of trans people who underwent the surgery by choice and without coercion. 

Therefore, as a middle-class Iranian queer, these threats are more in the shape of vague and 

pale fears in the background rather than a tangible possibility for me and many of the 

queers I know. If anything, the threats of war and sanctions are much more impactful than 
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 312 

threats of execution by the Iranian regime. However, it is necessary to acknowledge that 

through homophobic laws and narratives from the Iranian government, the Iranian queer 

community is marginalised to the point of invisibility not just within the geographical 

borders of Iran, but also outside Iran and in the West.  

 

Iranian Queer Refugees 

Between January 2010 and July 2013, 537 queer refugees were registered in Turkey; 471 of 

them were Iranian.198 According to Anahita Shamsai, Field Worker Investigator at 

(SPOD/UNFPA) for Key Refugee Groups, many Iranian queers also encounter excruciating 

circumstances after leaving Iran. ‘The Turkish police just want to get rid of queer refugees, 

therefore, find excuses to imprison and deport them – and in some cases rape them before 

making a decision.’199 However, the circumstances of Iranian queers or in fact, queer 

refugees from any country in the West are not much better either. In the UK for instance, 

many of them get deported after being called ‘dishonest’ by immigration officers, and they 

have to tolerate living in unsafe detention centres where they are denied access to 

medication and are vulnerable to abuse by their fellow detainees.200  

Although, I have closely worked with queer refugees in the UK, both as a translator 

and by performing my poems at charity fundraisers for the cause, in my practice, I have 

mainly explored the lives of Iranian queers who live within the geographical borders of 

Iran. As an Iranian queer myself, I felt humiliated, enraged, and powerless upon hearing my 

so-called president denying my very existence, and I was not the only queer who felt like 

that. However, Ahmadinejad’s outrageous statement and my painful rage became the 

inspiration behind one of my short stories, ‘Tehran Yaoi’ (MIR 15, Birkbeck, September 
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2018). In this story I have depicted a rather joyous gay party in Tehran during the 

politically turbulent time of the Green movement. Indeed, this story is from the point of 

view of my 23-year-old antihero who is plotting the seduction of another man who is 

already in a monogamous relationship with another man:  

I am probably the most gorgeous boy in Tehran, although there are so many of 

us, existing gloriously whilst our so-called president insists otherwise; but I 

have no desire to think about his pettiness and nastiness otherwise I’ll end up 

in tears of rage. I caress away my straight dark hair from my forehead, and 

stroke the flawless skin of my high cheekbones. I am pleased about almost 

looking like the most beautiful woman in the world, my mother, except that I 

have my father’s big mouth – which is unsurprisingly quite popular with men. 

Although I can never tell my father this as it might lead to his suicide.201 

 

   Through this darkly celebratory story, and my narcissistic antihero I have attempted 

to challenge the victim narrative that has dominated representations of Iranian queers. In 

this story, I have also emphasised the matter of Iranian queer existence; that homosexuals 

exist in Iran, no matter how vehemently Ahmadinejad and the likes of him deny it, and no 

matter how many of them migrate to Israel or to the United States. Homosexuals exist and 

live and party and plot and eat and drink within the geographical borders of Iran, with all 

human flaws and emotions that make them as nuanced and as real as heterosexuals – if not 

more so.  

Ahmadinejad’s statement motivated me to take the queer literature I was interested in 

both learning and producing more politically than before. Soon, I realised as a queer 

woman of colour, working in my second language, I had to battle to be seen. And yet not 

being seen is the more comfortable and safer option that so many of us Iranian queers have 

to choose. These paradoxical sentiments, inclinations, tendencies, and thoughts led me to 

pursue my higher education in queer literature. It was in this period of grappling with 

contradictory thoughts and feelings about my own sexual identity and my mode of 
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existence that I created my penname and persona: Sogol Sur. The name Sogol is akin to my 

real name Golnoosh in that they are both Iranian middle-class female names, with the 

common element of Gol which means flower in Farsi. Golnoosh means nectar of a flower, 

and Sogol, a fresh new flower. Sur means feast and ceremony, and rhymes with the first 

section of my real surname Nour which means light. So far Sogol Sur has saved me from 

censorship and possible arrest when travelling to my country. 

 

Queer Writers; What I Learned and What I Created 

My first encounter with queer literature was Farsi blogs mostly written by anonymous gay 

boys with whom I ended up becoming friends. I realised there was an underground body of 

contemporary literature, mostly consisting of poetry and non-fiction in the Iranian 

blogosphere. However, soon I realised, unlike classical Persian literature, there was not 

much of a legitimate contemporary queer literary canon in Iran like there is in the West. 

When I started studying queer art and literature, I found myself in awe of Oscar Wilde, Pier 

Paolo Pasolini, Eileen Myles, Alan Hollinghurst, Audre Lorde, Allen Ginsberg, Iris 

Murdoch, Richard Scott, Keith Jarrett, Danez Smith, and Jericho Brown. Despite having 

been inspired by this predominantly white list of writers, I could not help but feel that all 

these Western artists could hardly represent me or any of the other Iranian queers that I 

knew – even Audre Lorde who has written extensively, beautifully, and poetically about her 

experience of being a Black Lesbian. Of course, all these writers have assisted me a great 

deal in discovering and then embracing my own queerness; however, as an Iranian queer 

woman, I still felt invisible.  

I had an epiphany when I raised my hand in an Alan Hollinghurst talk, saying, ‘I 

adore Nick (the controversial protagonist of The Line of Beauty) as I identified myself with 

him.’ I could feel the shock in the room upon hearing a woman of colour in a non-native 
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accent and dubious use of grammar, so lost and out of place that she identified with the 

white British gay antihero who speaks with an Oxford accent and whose principal concern 

is how to have more sex with pretty Tory boys whilst climbing the social ladder of Great 

Britain. Perhaps it wasn’t the room that I shocked with my statement, perhaps I only 

shocked myself. It is safe to say that this was a defining moment in my decision to create 

my own literature, to console myself with my own literature, and to impose myself upon the 

world through my own literature, and to exist on my own terms.  

In his essay, “This Nettle, Danger…”, James Baldwin argues a writer ‘operates as an 

unimpeachable witness to one’s own experience;’ he then continues that ‘it is the writer’s 

necessity to deal as truthfully as possible with his own experience, and it is his hope to 

enlarge this experience to contain the experience of others, of millions.’202 In conveying my 

experience through my practice as a queer woman of colour, of course I cannot speak for all 

Iranian queers, but through enlarging my experience, I hope my experience can expose a 

reality that is not often explored in fiction.  

 

More about My Critical Framework 

As I delved into my PhD through a queer and postcolonial lens, Judith Butler’s and Sara 

Ahmed’s theories resonated with me the most, and their scholarly contribution to feminist 

and queer theories constituted the bone structure of my critical framework.  I was still 

painfully aware that there was not really a body of contemporary Iranian queer literature, 

apart from a few film scripts and poets who mainly write in Farsi and depict Iran with the 

tedious but dangerous colonial brush; there was not much material for research. In order to 

portray Iranian queerness – focussing on Iranian queer women, I had to write Iranian 

female sexuality. Indeed, my creative writing is mostly an exploration of that. For the 
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critical component, I explored literature produced by other Iranian women on Iranian 

female sexuality. I wrote my introduction on representations of Iranian female sexuality in 

Iranian women’s literature. In the first chapter of my research, I have also provided a 

historical and political context for Iranian women’s writing and rights both during the reign 

of our last monarchs from the1920s to 1978 when the Islamic revolution happened, and 

from 1979 to the 2000s.  

Since the foundation of the Islamic Republic in 1979, a significant body of literature 

has been produced by Iranian women in the West – mostly in English dealing with 

contemporary Iranian womanhood. In chapters one and two, I offered a thorough analysis of 

the most well-known Iranian women writers outside of Iran exploring Iranian womanhood 

with their craft, whilst contextualising this subject matter within the modern history of Iran. I 

have dedicated a whole chapter to heteronormativity and the construction of Iranian woman 

in Marjane Satrapi’s autobiographical comics, as she is possibly the most famous and 

entertaining of them all. I have also mentioned Azar Nafisi’s memoir Reading Lolita in 

Tehran, which Hamid Dabashi calls ‘a key propaganda tool at the disposal of the Bush 

administration’; Dabashi also argues that from a literary point of view, Reading Lolita in 

Tehran prioritises Western classics over feminist, black, and postcolonial literature. 203 

Whilst using Farzaneh Milani’s concept of ‘Hostage Narrative’ and Hamid Dabashi’s 

‘Selective Memory’ to discuss these texts, I have contributed to this existing scholarship by 

reading these texts through a queer lens, which led me to my conclusion that the 

representations of Iranian womanhood and sexuality are extremely heteronormative in this 

literature. Judith Butler defines heteronormativity as the repetition of the heterosexual 

narrative until it becomes the norm. Both Sara Ahmed and Judith Butler argue that 
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heteronormativity is blind to queer love and loss.204 No wonder that there is not even a queer 

minor character in these books. Indeed, ironically, the Iran they have portrayed in their 

literature is akin to the Iran that Ahmadinejad describes in that Iranian homosexuals simply 

do not exist.  

In chapter three, I offered a queer reading of Forough Farrokhzad’s poetry. Reading 

Forough Farrokhzad through a queer lens when exploring Iranian female sexuality in 

literature is inevitable as she was the first Iranian woman who wrote unashamedly about her 

sexual desires and was published and reached fame without the assistance of a powerful 

male figure. Her poetry has a special place in the Iranian queer community and is loved by 

many Iranian gay men and women.  

As elaborated in the chapter although Forough Farrokhzad is extremely famous in 

Iran, in the West, in terms of international recognition, she is nowhere near Marjane Satrapi 

and Azar Nafisi. This is partly due to the fact that her medium is poetry as opposed to 

thrillers, but also because she wrote in Farsi within the geographical borders of Iran and has 

hardly been translated into English, and died young in Iran more than a decade before the 

Islamic revolution in 1978.  

 As I have elaborated in my chapter on her poetry, English translations of Forough 

Farrokhzad’s poetry have straightened out the poems, mainly because Farsi is a gender-

neutral language, whilst English has gendered pronouns, but also due to what Adrienne 

Rich defines as ‘compulsory heterosexuality’– the presumption and expectation that all 

women are heterosexual.205 However, from a biographical point of view, Forough 

Farrokhzad always had a heterosexual love-life, therefore even she has not fully explored 

female queerness in her writing and public image. As Farzaneh Milani points out, ‘The 
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 318 

need for love and relationships with men remains a focal theme in Forugh’s poetry to her 

last days.’206 

 Iranian female queerness is more unexplored than Iranian male queerness. There are 

hardly any representations of lesbian acts or bisexual women in contemporary literature. 

Thus, as an Iranian queer who is undertaking a PhD in Literature and Creative 

Writing in England, I decided that producing queer literature in the context of Iran is not 

just my inner desire, but also my moral duty. I sensed that if we kept our silence, we would 

eventually be erased. In fact, the most difficult thing I did during my doctorate was 

breaking my own silence about my own queerness. I am lucky enough to have a fairly 

accepting family; unfortunately, this is not the case for many Iranian queers, especially the 

ones who are permanently living within the geographical borders of Iran, even 

transgendered Iranians who have the legal right to exist in Iran and quite often receive 

support from the Iranian regime often get harassed by their own families. In his essay, 

Arsham Parsi discusses one of these numerous instances, a male-to-female transgender, 

whose family ‘pray for’ her to ‘die soon’, she also says, had she known her family would 

have treated her like that, she would have never gone through the surgery in the first 

place.207 

In my practice, I have focussed more on homosexuality and bisexuality, rather than 

transsexuality, mostly because I have been principally concerned with representations of 

exactly the group of Iranians that have been denied existence altogether. In all of my short 

stories submitted here all the protagonists are either bisexual or homosexual.  
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My Principal Form and Medium: Short Story  

The short story as a form has a unique place in the Western prose traditions, originating 

from fable, anecdote, and fairy tales.208As a means through which a writer can show, not 

tell a range of experiences from the same time and place in a kind of portmanteau. Like 

queerness, the short story as a medium is ‘so flexible and susceptible of so much variety 

that its possibilities’ are endless.209 This tendency of the short story meant it was the ideal 

medium for me to express and explore ‘the open mesh of possibilities’ that Sedgewick uses 

to define queerness.  

In order to produce literary and truthful representations of my characters, I chose 

short story as my main medium. Flannery O’Connor argues that short story is ‘one of the 

most natural and fundamental ways of human expressions’210, in fact, this was exactly how 

I felt; the stories erupted. I wanted to write about my own experience of queerness and that 

of other Iranians that I knew. Short stories seemed to be the most natural way to tell the 

stories of such a panoply of characters.  

O’Connor argues that short stories should not be ‘slight’. They should be ‘long in 

depth’ and should deliver ‘an experience of meaning’.211 This is exactly what I have been 

aiming to do with my short stories; to deliver an experience of meaning. I have also 

dramatised moments of revelation mainly dealing with queerness and nonnormative 

sexualities which aim to not only bring the protagonists to consciousness but also to have 

this effect on the reader. And in the case of my stories, a realist experience of 

homosexuality and bisexuality within the geographical borders of Iran.  

John Berger defines two forms of realism: 1. Professional realism which is 

‘consciously political’ which ‘aims to shatter an opaque part of the ruling ideology’, and 2. 
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Traditional realism which combines knowledge and experience and ‘poses the riddle of the 

unknown’.212 I believe I can describe the literary realism that I have employed in 

composing my short stories as a combination of both these modes. Through my creative 

work, I have aimed to challenge the stereotypical, heteronormative, and colonial 

representations of Iranian women by giving my female characters agency and power, and I 

am aiming to challenge the heterosexist, homophobic, and ignorant erasure of Iranian 

queers, systematically carried out through the decades by both the Iranian regime and the 

West. In order to muster the power to challenge, I have created these stories through 

experience, exploring the unknown, posing the riddles.  

To write some of my stories, my approach was both ethnographic and 

autoethnographic. Not only have I fictionalised my personal experiences as an Iranian queer 

woman, but I also carried out numerous interviews with other Iranian queers, including 

both my friends and acquaintances. For instance, in order to compose Shiraz Rains, the 

story and reality of love and loss between two hard-working, educated, semi-religious 

Iranian men, I had to carry out numerous intensive and intense interview sessions with one 

of my best friends in Tehran. Whilst Tehran Yaoi depicts a typical middle-class gay party in 

Tehran with all its interesting and sexual games and debates, the queers in this story don’t 

get executed, or coerced into transition and prostituted by Iranian men, rather they cherish 

the company of other Iranian queers. They play games, lust after each other, seduce one 

another, and break each other’s hearts. They are human. 

In my short story Caspian, two gay men travel from Tehran to the north of Iran in 

order to make out in the Caspian Sea, to the devastation of the confused, religious, and 

teenage sister of one of the boys. The story is in third person subjective, so the reader can 

 
212 Robert Cohen and Jay Parini, The Writer’s Reader (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), p. 59. 
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see what is going on inside the perplexed teenager’s mind, who considers drowning herself 

in the sea after finding out about her beloved’s brother’s homosexuality.  

The second story in my short story collection is also a Sapphic story. Art Lessons is 

about an 18-year-old student who falls terribly in love with her heterosexually married 

History of Art lecturer in Tehran. Although in this story, I have depicted how the 

patriarchal authorities in Iran can control female sexuality, nobody gets raped or executed. 

The art lecturer who ends up playing flirtatious games with her smitten student gets fired, 

and the student is just left wallowing in her unsatisfied desires. Nobody gets executed and 

no one gets coerced into sex reassignment surgery. Below is the opening of the story:  

 

Saba kissed Tara’s lips so hard they both fell to the floor. Whilst on top of Tara, 

Saba’s hands travelled all over Tara’s breasts. Only then did Saba realise they were 

both in their university attire in the university corridors; despite her fear, she could 

not stop touching Tara’s clothed body, until an enormous dog emerged in the 

corridor, deafening her with its barks, attacking them, blood dripping from its teeth. 
213 

 

In my short story Acid, Kat, who is a black transgendered woman, is perhaps the only 

likeable character and the only person that opens the eyes of the narrator and protagonist, an 

Iranian woman in London, in a heteronormative relationship with her white British 

boyfriend, to her sexuality. Acid which originally started as a scathing criticism and 

depressing reflection of acid attacks in Iran on young women, transitioned into a story 

about not just patriarchy within an Islamic Iran, but also white heterosexist patriarchy in the 

United Kingdom. I decolonised my own story after getting familiar with postcolonial 

concerns principally posed by Edward Said and Homi Bhabha. Acid is just one of the many 

examples of how the critical component of my PhD nourished and elevated the creative 

component. The story ends with the initially naïve and one-sided protagonist leaving her 

‘beautiful delicate’ boyfriend who turns out to be not just patronising towards her, but 
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deeply patriarchal and racist. This story was partially drawn from my own personal 

experiences and that of other Iranian expatriates in London, enriched by my postcolonial 

research. In this sense, I hope what I have created is not ‘abstract meaning but experienced 

meaning’ with ‘real’ personalities and characters.214 Below is an extract from the internal 

monologue of the perplexed protagonist of Acid, in which I have again attempted to explore 

fragility of language, its hollowness, the concept of unhomed, and belonging or lack 

thereof:  

 

I am certain it is easy to pretend to love Paris, to even die for it. That’s what all 

the clichés say. The same clichés that say ‘I Love London’ with badly-painted 

hearts on cheap t-shirts bleeding all over Trafalgar Square. And the same 

clichés that say, ‘Leave Iran and never look back!’ but no matter how hard you 

try, once you have tasted Iran, you are addicted. You cannot not look back. 

And you will return every summer, and every Christmas, and every Persian 

New Year, and every bloody holiday. And your less wealthy and less 

successful friends who are still stuck in the process of escape will ask you, 

‘Why the hell do you keep coming back here? What is wrong with you? Why 

don’t you go to America and Italy for holidays? To Paris and Berlin? There is 

nothing to see here.’ And you don’t even get their point anymore despite the 

fact that you used to speak exactly like them, you can’t even understand your 

mother tongue because a traveller finally loses all her languages.215 

 

In Transit, the final story in my collection of stories, I have depicted a day of 

travelling through different airports and rules with an Iranian passport with all its 

tragicomic complexities and scenarios. From being shouted at by Ukrainian officers to 

hearing racist remarks against black people from fellow Iranian passengers to being kissed 

on the mouth in a Sapphic manner on the plane back to Iran. This story is loosely based 

upon one of my own trips from the UK to Iran through Ukraine; it has a less hysterical tone 

and plot compared to the other stories in the collection as I wanted to finish the book on a 

peaceful and composed note:  
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The Imam Khomeini airport is so bright and crowded that it does not feel like 

three hours after midnight. Whilst waiting for my suitcase to arrive on the 

luggage belt, I gallop towards the extensive window that is now the only 

barrier between me and my family. I have passed so many borders; I am 

exhausted but ecstatic. I see my mother waving at me energetically as though 

it is three in the afternoon, not am. And then I see my father also waving and 

laughing, his artificial teeth as shiny and beautiful as the moon. I am getting 

emotional as though this is my first time travelling back to Iran. I blow them a 

kiss and point at the machine that is going around with the suitcases of the 

passengers. I get a glimpse of Niusha who has found her tiny red suitcase, and 

we conveniently ignore each other.  

As always, my suitcase is the last to arrive. 216  

 

In my story God’s Mistake, I have depicted how a university student’s sexuality is 

being policed by her mother. In this story, I have tried to exhibit that sometimes Iranian 

families, even the women in families, and even educated ones can work as agents of 

patriarchy and bully other women into denying their sexual desires. I also do not subscribe 

to the simplistic dichotomy created by some mainstream western narratives of Iran that 

completely separates the Iranian people from the Iranian government, thereby creating a 

narrative of good and evil. The rest of the story in these simplified narratives is how good is 

in need of being rescued from evil, by western intervention, and how the merciful west is 

worried about oppressed Iranian women who are seeking liberation. Therefore, it is fair to 

acknowledge that through my practice I aim to create a more nuanced and ambivalent 

depiction of my country, thereby offering a different conversation about Iran. 
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My Other Medium: Poetry 

 

The other medium I chose for my practice is poetry. Poetry was also a natural and 

inevitable choice for me as I have been reading and writing poetry since I learned to read 

and write in Farsi when I was eight.  

This choice was cemented when I read Audre Lorde’s theories on poetry in which she 

calls poetry ‘the most economical’ and ‘the most secret’ art form.  Lorde then continues to 

write, ‘As we reclaim our literature, poetry has been the major voice of poor, working class, 

and Colored women.’217 In another essay Poetry Is Not a Luxury, Lorde argues, ‘Poetry is 

not only dream and vision; it is the skeleton architecture of our lives. It lays the foundations 

for a future of change, a bridge across our fears of what has never been before.’218 Indeed, 

in a world infested with walls, poetry has been my ‘bridge across’ fears and in return, I 

have tried to create poetry as bridges. Bridges as opposed to walls. And this is the reason 

why even before undertaking my Ph.D. I had utilised the art form of poetry to express and 

promote queerness. In fact, each of the twenty poems that I am submitting can function as a 

bridge. A bridge to queerness and otherness. But also, an exploration. An exploration and 

explanation of what it means and how it feels to be queer, to follow ‘nonnormative logics’, 

to be anti-normative, to be otherised. To practice specific nonnormative sexualities.  

My poem Sometimes Our Persona Melts in the Sun from my debut poetry collection 

Sorrows of the Sun is about an intense friendship between an Iranian queer woman and 

man. This poem has heavily been drawn from my own personal life, about my best friend, 

who is a gay man, a poet, a blogger, and a theatre director, trapped in a heterosexual 

marriage. Unfortunately, this is the story of many gay men and women not just in Iran but 

all over the world; however, the Iranian ones are amongst the most underrepresented and 

 
217 Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider, p. 161.  
218 Audre Lorde, Sister Outside, p. 38.  
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invisible ones. Whilst composing this poem, I had just read the concept of ‘unhomely’ that 

Homi Bhabha explores in The Location of Culture, and although the reading was done for 

my critical chapters, and unhomely is a ‘paradigmatic colonial and post-colonial condition’, 

it resonated so much with me as an Iranian queer woman that I ended up using the exact 

same word, ‘unhomed’ in my poem, exploring Homi Bhabha’s line, ‘to be unhomed is not 

to be homeless’219:  

We have no house we are not homeless, just unhomed, 

                                    sharing houses with people we don’t know: 

our parents, our teachers, our partners, our prophets, 

our boundaries, our Imams, our bad luck.220 

 

What I have explored in this poem and most of my other pieces, is in fact queer 

unhomeliness. The sensation that, as an Iranian queer, you don’t feel at home anywhere. 

You have nowhere to call home, even if you are not homeless in the physical sense. Not to 

mention that Iranian queer refugees from working-class backgrounds are literally homeless. 

The scholarly material I have studied for the critical part of my practice-based Ph.D. 

has undoubtedly deepened and enriched my creative writing. The opening poem from my 

debut poetry collection, Infected Parrot, contains a direct quote from Judith Butler, ‘Gender 

is a performance’. The poem then explores the ramifications of gender performativity for a 

queer woman of colour.  

In both my prose and poetry, I challenge the lack of representations of Iranian queer 

women. Therefore, I have extensively written and portrayed Iranian lesbianism, which is 

almost non-existent in the literature created in the context of contemporary Iran. In fact, my 

favourite poem in my debut poetry collection is called The Leather Sun which is a 

 
219 Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London: Routledge, 1994), p. 19. 
220 Sogol Sur, Sorrows of the Sun (Oxford: Skyscraper, 2017), p.30. 
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description of an extremely sensual Sapphic love. I am also submitting another Sapphic 

poem of mine as a part of my practice. The poem is called Hologram and I was 

commissioned to write it for an exhibition called Threesome which took place in London in 

February 2018 in New Art Projects. The concept of the exhibition was that three queer 

women artists painted each other, and then three queer women poets had to write poetry 

about the paintings. I wrote Hologram inspired by the stunning painting by Sadie Lee of 

Roxana Halls. Below is the opening stanza of the poem:  

I am in my blackest mood, and she 

lies on the whiteness of my sheets in her 

blackest bra, staring at the air I am supposed 

to breathe, except that I cannot breathe.221 

 

The other poem I wrote for the exhibition is called Two Is Lonely, Three Is Company 

and it opens with the scene of two boys kissing:  

 

                                          As my two boys kiss each other 

their petal lips expand into 

a wine ocean in which 

I sink. 

  

 
221 ‘From the Brush to the Pen’, New Art Projects (2018), http://newartprojects.com/events/from-the-brush-to-

the-pen/ (last accessed: 10/10/2018) 
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        CONCLUSION OF CONCLUSION 

Or ‘Conclusion of All that Is Inconclusible’ 222 

 

Through my whole my doctorate, I have had one simple objective: to prove that I exist. Of 

course, I also had to fulfil my potential to create both scholarly and literary pieces of queer 

literature in the context of Iran.  

But also, to prove that we exist. By we, without stereotyping it, I mean Iranian queer 

women and Iranian queers in general. This whole Ph.D. was my love song to my queerness 

first and foremost, but also to all the other Iranian queers whether they live inside or outside 

of Iran, or like me in between. This is my love song to all the Iranian queers who have been 

executed and abused. Who survived abuse and who did not. Who have left their family and 

country. Who vilified Iran to get refugee status in anywhere but. Who were assaulted by the 

Iranian and Turkish police, and upon seeking asylum in Australia, Germany, Canada, the 

UK et al, were called liars and got deported by immigration officers to the unhomelands 

they emerged from. Who were abused on the shiny streets of Tehran and Istanbul and were 

harassed in the western detention centres. Who have been attached to Iran and live within 

its borders, in tears, in homosexual sex, and joy, partying relentlessly and ruthlessly, or not 

partying, living a double life, lying to their family, deceiving the society, mocking the 

‘norms’ in private, by just existing, this is for them, but also for those who love Iran but 

decided to leave. And for those who are always in the process of leaving, in transit, 

exhausted yet excited, never finding a home. Who are always in between. This thesis is for 

those queers who support the Iranian regime and who are against it. And those who cannot 

decide whether they should support it or not. Those who are deliberately blind to politics 

 
222 T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909-1935 (London: Faber & Faber, 1930), p. 96. 
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because it is too stressful and nasty. My thesis is a love letter to all the Iranian queers who 

survived and the ones who did not.  

Sara Ahmed says, ‘Survival can be protest,’223 in the case of us Iranian queers, not 

surviving is protest, too. Dying for what you love and who you love are also courageous 

acts of protest.  

To quote a line from one of my favourite books Women of Resistance, ‘We exist 

through acts of demolition – as one would walk through flames, and come out on the other 

side.’224 

We, Iranian queers, have been walking through flames, but we will come out on the 

other side, forever victorious, glorious, and ecstatic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
223 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life, p.237.  
224 Danielle Barnhart and Iris Mahan, Women of Resistance: Poems for a New Feminism (London: Or Books, 

2018), p. 1.  
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