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			Praise for 

			On the Enemy’s Side

			On the Enemy’s Side is a journey into a real historical drama of the Iranian Revolution in 1979, told through a prison cell. A breath-taking story about love and courage, it uncovers the world of Iran’s ethnic and political diversity in the most intimate way. More crucially, the book is about finding an inner compass that leads through chaos, destruction and violence. With each sentence, one learns to be more historically aware, tolerant, courageous and loving. Heartbroken, a reader survives and thrives together with its protagonists, two outcasts who found themselves in the heart and hell of political ­turmoil and zeal, how to escape their own prejudices and hatred, starting a different kind of revolution.

			Botakoz Kassymbekova, 
historian and author of Despite Cultures

			 

			In his powerful debut, On the Enemy’s Side, Hamour Baika tells a necessary love story: Set against the backdrop of the Iranian hostage crisis in 1980s Iran, he explores the complicated moral territory of a same-sex love between a political prisoner and interrogator. It’s necessary because it’s a story rarely told about gay men, especially in the Middle East during this time period. It’s necessary because it’s told with such urgency, beauty, and sensitivity. Baika layers in a hidden—and forbidden—history of gay men, giving those men a voice.

			John Copenhaver, 
award-winning author of Dodging and Burning
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			For Anand, my love and joy

		


		
			APRIL 17, 1980

			Karoun Prison, Ahwaz

			A warm breeze brushed against Waleed, one of five men blindfolded and roped to five poles along the back wall of the prison yard. From beneath his hastily tied blindfold, Waleed could see the sandstorm’s effects on the unpaved ground. He could make out the occasional pebbles that glistened under the first faint rays of the rising sun. Some twenty feet away, he estimated, he heard the foot-steps of a guard, and the sound of a paper unfolding. Waleed imagined it had to be the hand-written court verdict, issued a few hours earlier, in the dark of the night.

			“In the name of God, the Compassionate, the Merciful. Truly, any action against the Islamic Republic is an act of rebellion against God.”

			Waleed had heard that the judge wouldn’t be present. Probably he couldn’t be bothered to wake up before dawn. He heard the labored breathing of the four other men tied to the poles next to him. I’m not alone, he thought, but the notion did little to console him. His knees were shaking but he did his best to stand straight up against the injustice of the verdict being spat out. The verdict that made a mockery of justice.

			He felt his existence crumbling, just like eggshells shattering between the teeth of a hungry jackal. Waleed’s heart pounded faster and faster, making it harder to breathe. He wished he’d had a chance to see his family one last time. To see the pride in his mother’s face as Waleed pulled faces that made his toddler nephew giggle. But that wouldn’t happen. His last memory of them would be the last time they were together, with his mother wailing, “Why are you taking him? He’s done nothing.”

			He had told her he would come back soon but neither of them believed it.

			So instead of going back home, he was waiting to be shot in Karoun Prison. He could almost smell death, like dust so thick it blocked one’s nostrils. Three days ago, when he’d been arrested, execution seemed inconceivable.

			He regretted the troubles he’d caused his family as a child. The time when he climbed the konar tree and fell off as the branch broke. His dad had to leave work and rush him to the hospital. He had never seen his dad so worried. He went home with a lot of bruises, but fortunately without a concussion. He should have picked up the fresh konar from the ground, just like his mother had said. He hoped his parents would forgive him.

			Waleed wondered what heaven felt like. He tried to cheer himself with the thought that when an innocent man is killed, he would go to paradise. Barely nineteen years old, he hadn’t had the time to really sin. But in the eyes of the new regime, being Arab was sufficient evidence of guilt.

			His thoughts were interrupted by a monotone voice. It felt like an eternity for the guard to finish reading the verdict. “The Islamic Revolutionary Court of Khuzestan ­Province finds these individuals guilty of exploding oil pipelines, establishing a sabotage and assassination ring that received financial aid and explosives from the Baathist regime of Iraq, and having attempted assassinations and sabotage. The Court condemns them to execution.”

			Waleed heard shuffling sounds. He imagined they were caused by the boots of his executioners, standing in equal intervals in a single line. He knew the men were armed. Their heavy presence was already suffocating him. He squeezed his eyelids tightly together and awaited the inevitable. The next time he opened his eyes, Waleed would see how everything looked on the other side.

			Then he finally heard it: the sound of guns being pulled off of the guards’ shoulders, clacking against uniforms in their descent. Probably Kalashnikovs. The sounds of their movements were quickly muffled by the frantic beating of Waleed’s heart.

			An officer barked with forced bravado, “Ready!”

			Waleed’s heart felt as if it would explode.

			“Aim!”

			A burning feeling scorched his chest. Stomach cramps knotted his body. His brain felt like it had been set ablaze. The combined sensations made him feel like vomiting.

			“Fire!”

			The guns thundered. Waleed heard several shots, bullets flying forward and making their connection with flesh. He suddenly imagined his execution as if watching it from above, like a ghost. He pictured the bullet whistling through the air, piercing his gray shirt and entering his ribcage.

			He scrunched up his face and awaited the final impact. The earthly life was over. He was ready for the departure. In just moments he would see heaven and be reunited with his grandma. She would feed him one of her legendary cookies made of raisins and date molasses. He tried to open his eyes to see her in the afterworld. But he couldn’t. The blindfold was now soaked with sweat, making his forehead itch.

			Waleed waited. He listened. He heard nothing but the scuffing sound of the guards’ boots. He breathed in and smelled both gunpowder and fresh blood. Something was wrong. This was not heaven.

			He breathed in again. His lungs had shrunk. His heart in his chest was still banging. He felt the rope, the pole. Waleed still was trapped in the prison. He heard voices in great agitation, even though he couldn’t make out what was said. He heard the scrape of boots as an officer approached him.

			The next thing he knew, his body was being pulled away. Though his hands were tied together, he clutched the pole with all of his power. He locked his fingers around it more strongly than he had the strength to. As he resisted, more hands began yanking him away, tearing him from the pole.

			He heard a howling so frightening it paralyzed him. He had never heard such a thing in his life. Like the shriek of a wounded wolf. Suddenly Waleed felt a raw pain in his throat and realized the wolf howl was his own voice.

			He stopped howling when he heard someone shout, “Take off his blindfold, you idiot!”

			Waleed’s head was roughly pulled back and, within a second, he could see. It wasn’t dark anymore. It was much brighter as the sun rose.

			What he saw frightened him more than death. He found himself in the yard, still confined in Karoun Prison.

			His lips trembled as he slowly looked to either side. Four bodies were tied to the four poles, but slumped forward. Still blindfolded, but now bleeding from the chest.

			They were dead. Quiet. Peaceful.

			He felt the sour taste of his stomach acid. He forced it back down. Getting sick at the sight of the bodies would have defiled these men. He didn’t know them but the deceased always must be treated with respect.

			Was this a cosmic joke? Did someone press rewind on his death? Waleed wanted to be at peace like the others. He turned around to see the face that kept yelling at him. He saw the face of evil. He recognized the voice spitting words at him. It was the same voice that had read the verdict a few minutes earlier.

			From behind a chipped tooth, his breath smelled densely sour. The goo in his eyes had been pulled but not washed away. The face held a hysterical expression.

			Waleed found the wolf inside again and screamed as loudly as he could. He hoped to wake up from the nightmare. But as much as he cried, he stayed exactly in place. The guards angrily seized his body and told him to stop.

			“Shut up. Why are you screaming like a beast?”

			He was quickly distracted by a louder group of voices a few feet away. An officer was bawling out a member of the death squad. The man who had been assigned to execute Waleed.

			“What the hell is wrong with you? Can’t you aim?”

			“Wasn’t my fault. No one taught me how to shoot.”

			“What are we gonna do with him now?”

			“Kill me. Please kill me,” Waleed wanted to say. But his tongue would not obey. The sun was rising and the reality of still being in prison weighed heavily on him. He felt his body hit the ground. The guards pulled on his arms to bring him to his feet. He suddenly felt defiant and kicked back at them as hard as he could.

			One of the guards yelled, “Be happy you’re alive, you filthy dog!”

			The guards were dragging him now. He resisted. He kicked, howled, and shook. Please God, don’t let me go back, he pleaded, no longer sure whether he was saying it to himself or saying it out loud. But nothing was as real as the bitter truth that he was still alive. And still in custody. Still a prisoner of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

			Within hours, Waleed had a reputation in Karoun Prison. Among the many prison guards and prisoners who had heard him screech, he was now known as the Beast.

		


		
			APRIL 25, 1980

			Ahwaz

			Hesam thought he was done being a foreigner after returning from Italy, yet it turned out his country also had unfamiliar lands. He wondered if he’d made the biggest mistake of his life when he decided to serve the masses. Every sight reminded him he didn’t belong here.

			Even in mid-spring, the air felt heavy with humidity and the heat punished the residents. The whole city smelled like the cellar of the childhood house where Hesam’s mother used to make grape vinegar.

			Hesam had arrived a few hours earlier that morning and was driving the patrol Jeep of the Revolutionary Guards. The yellow color made it less formidable, but it was still difficult for Hesam to drive the large vehicle, since he hardly had any experience driving even a small sedan. Next to him, Naser sat on the passenger side. While they had just met, Hesam looked up to him. The man was about twenty-four, he ­estimated, two years older than himself—yet he knew what he was doing. Naser was someone he had to impress.

			“So you’re coming from Tehran?” Naser inquired.

			“Yeah.” Hesam didn’t want to explain that he was in fact coming from Rome. But his airplane did land in Tehran last week, so technically he wasn’t lying. He’d convinced himself he wanted to serve the revolution. So he quit his medical studies and returned. But deep inside, he knew he was trying to escape from Umberto. The fact that the Cultural Revolution had led to armed clashes in univer­sities throughout the country only provided an urgent cover story, so that Hesam didn’t have to even think of his headaches in Rome.

			The Cultural Revolution had been announced a few days before. The universities were to be purged of what the central government called un-Islamic elements. Oppositional student associations refused to close their offices inside universities, so they collided with the Revolutionary Guards and local Revolutionary Committees that came to throw them out of campuses. Confrontations broke out in several cities, including Ahwaz.

			Hesam thought these parties should have moved their offices out of university campuses. But that meant they couldn’t as easily use their subversive ideas to mislead young students. Still, he would have found a way of avoiding armed clashes.

			The vehicle jerked as Hesam drove over a pothole. He noticed another one in the broken-up asphalt and maneuvered the Jeep to avoid another jolt. The streets were needled here and there by palm trees and occasional eucalypti. ­People dressed lightly due to the heat. But Hesam was shocked when he spied a man in a tank top. That struck him as somehow anti-­revolutionary, looking like a European—or worse still, American. Two women walked toward the car from the opposite direction. They were dressed in sleeveless tunics that only extended down to their knees. How was this any ­different from Italy? The women hurriedly turned into a side street as soon as they noticed Hesam’s Jeep. That was the difference. Of course, he personally supported the right to choose one’s own clothing. But Hesam was now affiliated with the Corps that opposed it. He decided he’d never harass women for what they wore.

			Against this background of Persians in modern clothing, Arabs stood out. Having never been to the south, Hesam had never seen Arabs before. They looked the way he had seen them in movies. Their men wore traditional white robes and red scarves over their heads. Hesam took a mental note that he should learn what to call those. Their women resembled dark ghosts as they were covered in black, head to toe. They must be sweltering, Hesam concluded.

			“Well, we definitely need more help over here,” Naser said, interrupting his reverie. “Happy you came.”

			Hesam tried to pay more attention to his passenger. But instead, his thoughts drifted back to the prisoner he’d seen earlier in the morning. Or was he just a detainee? He had long eyelashes, his eyes the color of violins. Intense, deep, warm. Hesam almost could hear the melody. It captured his soul. So he called him the Enthraller.

			The teenager had immediately become his obsession. Why was he in prison? What had he done? Was it some petty crime or a political offense? Hesam wondered for a moment what the anti-revolutionaries were doing to the youth of his country. Several times during the morning, Hesam had felt the urge to go back to the prison and track him down—to find the Enthraller before he was lost or freed.

			He noticed his new colleague was still talking. What was his name again? Naser. His name was Naser. Hesam tried to pull himself together.

			“… all hands on deck. We don’t really get that much help from Tehran, especially with all the riots everywhere.”

			When Naser paused, Hesam tried to fill the silence to show he was engaged. “Anti-revolutionaries are corrupting our youth,” was all he managed to get out of his mouth.

			“That’s right.” Naser grew more spirited. “This is exactly what they want. Turning our universities into battlefields.”

			“Terrible.” Hesam hoped he sounded supportive enough. But he was still thinking of the prisoner. He had to collect his thoughts. A biker moving toward them suddenly changed direction to ride away from the Jeep.

			“Killing our Brothers to further their own goals. And to serve the Americans.”

			Hesam was at a loss for words. He had a running list of to-do’s in his mind: Find lodging, discover the stores in the neighborhood, learn about his new job, and try to make sense of this new city. He’d come back to Iran to serve his people. But what did that really mean? Hesam decided to let his superiors at the Revolutionary Guards Corps guide him.

			Naser must have noticed his stress. “You’re afraid, Brother?”

			Hesam contemplated how to reply.

			“Don’t be,” Naser continued. “As long as you have God, you have nothing to fear. You’re in good hands. I’ll help you. You’ll be one of the best in the Corps.”

			Hesam nodded and tried his best to give a sincere smile. He had to rely on Naser’s guidance. Even though Naser was not a socialist comrade. Not even a fellow nonbeliever. But at least Naser was familiar with the duties.

			“Right now we have to take control. The anti-revolutionaries are doing their best to create disunity. That’s their best weapon. If the people start to distrust us, they have already won. So we have to be very careful. And stern. We can’t be soft on them or else the whole revolution is in jeopardy.”

			Hesam looked around. The streets were quiet. Some pedestrians stared at the yellow Jeep as he drove by while others averted their eyes.

			Hesam had to explain his situation without looking incompetent or naïve. “Uhhh…I only joined the Corps a few days ago,” he mumbled sheepishly.

			“You’re brand new. I get it,” Naser reassured him. “Right now we want to make sure the city is safe. We question anyone suspicious. We make sure they don’t start any trouble.”

			Naser acted as if the instructions made perfect sense. But how could he tell who was suspicious? That was what Hesam didn’t know. The biker changing direction? The women turning away? He didn’t know if any of these were suspicious. But he decided against voicing his uncertainty.

			Hesam drove the vehicle onto the White Bridge. He observed the green grass and more palm trees as they advanced toward the river. The White Bridge was the only landmark of Ahwaz he had ever seen prior to arriving in the city—and that was on a postcard. The massive curved metal structure hovered over the two ends of the bridge. The Karoun River had brown water that seemed too lazy to flow. The palm trees did not seem as lively as on the postcards.

			Hesam looked in the mirror. His drab camouflage uniform didn’t add any cheer to his outlook. His boots were too warm for the weather. He hadn’t had time to shave in the morning, but he knew that the new authorities had declared it more pious for men to not shave their beard. He didn’t want to start on the wrong foot with the Guards over a clean shave. From inside of the Corps, he could be more effective. He could have a positive impact on his colleagues so they would focus on the enemies, instead of harassing members of the public for the length of their skirt or their facial hair.

			Naser had a full beard and a buzz haircut. He looked like any member of the Revolutionary Guards. And right now, Hesam depended on Naser’s support.

			Hesam looked out at a small crowd of men wearing traditional Arabian white robes. “Why do they have to dress like this? This is not Saudi Arabia,” Hesam suddenly spat.

			Naser nodded. “Let’s see what they are up to.”

			Hesam was cheered by Naser’s agreement. Maybe his instincts were right. He cut over to the right lane and slammed on the brakes. The men stared at them as the dust under the tires rose in a cloud. Naser got out of the car, visibly touching his pistol on the side of his belt. Hesam followed.

			“What’s going on over here?”

			Five Arab men stood on the corner. One was smoking a cigarette. Two others were fidgeting with their rosary beads. Both had dark skin and black eyes. One had a gray beard and a front tooth was missing. None replied to Naser’s question.

			“Are you deaf? I said, ‘What’s going on?’”

			The oldest with the missing tooth answered, “Nothing. Just standing.”

			“Standing? Don’t you have jobs?”

			“We’re just talking. Nothing illegal.”

			“You have no business gathering here like a nasty mob. Go home.”

			Hesam wondered if they had to be rude, but then he remembered Naser’s words: Stern, we can’t be soft on them. He creased his eyebrows, put his feet farther apart, and brought his hand closer to his belt.

			The men just stared at them without taking a step. Naser moved his pistol. “Go home. Disperse.”

			The old man protested: “I am old enough to be your father.”

			“Didn’t ask you how old you are. Just go home before I force you to.”

			The youngest man approached them and yelled, “Why are you harassing us? We did nothing wrong. Just standing on the street. Is that a crime?”

			Hesam rubbed his palm on his pants to wipe off the sweat. He wanted to tell the young man to just appease Naser and do as told. But he stayed quiet and tried to look stern.

			“If we weren’t Arab, you would have no problem about leaving us alone. But you want no Arabs here. Is that what your revolution brings us?”

			Hesam wanted to interject that the revolution meant Iran was a country for all Iranians, including Arab Iranians. But he had to follow Naser’s lead.

			“Shut your mouth and go home,” Naser roared.

			One of them took the hand of the young guy. He turned to Naser and said, “Forget it. We’re going.” He spoke to the young guy in Arabic. The other men started talking as well.

			The young man wasn’t about to walk off. He turned red as he barked at Naser, “You shut your mouth. If you’re a man, put your gun down and then we talk.”

			“That’s enough,” Hesam found himself yelling. He had to de-escalate before anyone got hurt. “Everybody go home.”

			“You go home. You have no honor,” the young man objected.

			“What’s your name?” Naser shouted.

			“Najeeb.”

			What a coincidence it was that his name meant ­“honorable” in Persian.

			“It should be naa-Najeeb.” Naser called the guy dishonorable.

			Hesam didn’t like the way Naser was fueling the argument rather than calming it. If Naser weren’t his boss, Hesam would have told him to back off.

			Suddenly, Naser took out his pistol and pointed it at the sky. “You were always traitors. The first to sell the country to Iraqi Baathists. Sons of bitches.”

			“You’re sons of bitches.” Najeeb spat on the ground.

			“You just signed your own arrest warrant,” Naser said as he rushed closer. “Cuff him,” he instructed Hesam.

			Hesam took Najeeb’s hands from behind and cuffed them. Naser slapped the man on the face with his pistol.

			“Calm down,” Hesam muttered.

			The other men started yelling.

			“Leave him alone.”

			“He’s young. Forgive him.”

			“He doesn’t know what he’s saying. Let him go.”

			Hesam saw the blood coming out of Najeeb’s nose.

			The oldest man begged, “Officer, you slapped him. Now we are all even. OK? Be the bigger man. Let him go.”

			The commotion grew louder. Then a sudden thunder startled Hesam. It took him a second to realize Naser had just shot into the air. “Next time, I will shoot directly at you.”

			After a second of indecision, Hesam shoved Najeeb toward the car. He stumbled but didn’t fall.

			“You won’t subjugate the Arab nation. We never bow our heads to you.”

			“Shut up before I shut you up,” Naser intervened.

			Hesam opened the door and pushed Najeeb into the back seat. The quarrel on the street continued.

			Naser turned to the crowd and shouted, “If anybody else wants to go with him, let’s go.”

			As the men approached the car to plead for Najeeb’s release, Hesam hurried to the driver’s seat. He felt his heart rate go up and his hands get shaky. He started the car and they took off in another cloud of dust.

			Minutes ago, Hesam hadn’t been sure how to do his job. Now he’d just made his first arrest.

			Najeeb kept speaking in Arabic, mumbling expletives. His volume was reduced from fear. Periodically he would lick the blood from his nose as it trickled down to his lips.

			Hesam pushed down on the gas pedal. They were heading back to Karoun Prison. He was going to have another chance at finding the Enthraller.

		


		
			APRIL 25, 1980

			Karoun Prison, Ahwaz

			Bahram felt like the stench of prison was suffocating him. A mix of stale sweat, piss, and mold. He tried to breathe shallowly in a vain effort to reduce his intake of the odor. He was locked in a ward of numerous cells. He didn’t know how many because he was assigned to the first cell by the front door of the ward. About twenty-five other men of different ages occupied the same cell. They were sitting on the floor, standing around or occupying both levels of the five bunk beds. While the room was built for ten men, hundreds of arrests in the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution had led quickly to prison overcrowding. Even the hallways were full. Additional detainees were sent to other prisons and even packed into the conference room at city hall.

			Sitting on top of a bunk bed, Bahram attempted to not look directly at anyone. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a middle-aged man searching for a place to sit. The cell was already hot and Bahram didn’t want yet another warm body next to his. In his peripheral vision, he thought the man gave up and looked away. Bahram glanced at him but then their eyes met. Bahram felt irritated that he was caught. He had no choice now. He reluctantly signaled for the man to sit next to him. Bahram lifted his foot off of the ladder and scooted over. His thighs touched the guy on his other side, who didn’t move.

			The man climbed up and sat next to him. “Hello, my name is Vargha,” he said as he extended his hand.

			“Bahram,” he replied, offering his chosen name.

			They squeezed each other’s hands, a gesture of solidarity for being political detainees.

			Bahram looked away, fearing the man would start a conversation. The Revolutionary Guards were on edge. They’d proved yesterday that they had no hesitation to use their weapons. They just wanted to scare the people so no more confrontations would break out on the campus of Jondi Shapour University. He just hoped to be lost among other detainees and released after a short time. He wasn’t from Ahwaz, so the Guards would have to dig deep to find real evidence against him.

			Bahram jerked his foot, keeping tempo to a silent melody in his head. As he settled in his thoughts, he dropped his shoe.

			“Excuse you,” someone yelled from the bottom level of the bunk bed.

			“Oh, shut up,” Bahram grumbled.

			If not for the sound of keys jiggling, indicating the guards were coming, a fight might have broken out over the fallen shoe. Just then, a guard entered the cell and looked around. “Where are we gonna put them?” he called to someone outside.

			“Just shove them in there,” another guard replied from the hallway.

			“I don’t think that’ll work. They already stink.” He looked at Bahram. “Just like pigs.”

			Bahram lifted the corner of his lip to show his disgust. He noticed several new detainees in the hallway.

			“Pigs are harmless animals,” murmured Vargha.

			Bahram knew well that Muslims considered pigs to be unclean. By contradicting that belief, Vargha was implying he wasn’t a Muslim. He was either a socialist or a member of a religious minority. Either one would be enough reason for his detention. Bahram didn’t feel like chatting. So he didn’t take the bait and looked away.

			“Let me give you a piece of advice,” Vargha persisted. “You don’t wanna stand out in prison.”

			Bahram found himself responding, despite his preference for silence. “How the heck do I stand out?”

			Vargha hesitated, perhaps searching for the right words to say. “I saw the way that guard stared at you.”

			“And?”

			“Try to not catch their attention. If you talk back to the guards, they will go out of their way to make your life miserable.” He exhaled loudly. “To make an example of you.”

			Bahram smirked. “There are hundreds of detainees. I doubt he’ll remember me.”

			“You’re like my son. You’re a…good-looking young man. And your eyes…anybody will remember those eyes.”

			Bahram squinted. He wondered if the man was an informer, placed in the cell to gain detainees’ trust and gather information. Or maybe they had met somewhere before. Or maybe he was threatening to disclose Bahram’s activities to the Revolutionary Guards.

			Defensively, Bahram insisted, “I’ve done nothing wrong. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

			“And where was that?”

			Bahram realized he was now caught in a conversation. “Outside the city hall,” he said, even as he regretted his answer.

			“I heard people got shot there yesterday.”

			In fact, they had. The Revolutionary Guards had opened fire on parents of student detainees kept in the conference hall. Whatever Vargha knew, Bahram did not want to volunteer any additional information. “That’s what I heard too.”

			“So you went there hoping to find a detained sibling? Or a friend?”

			Vargha didn’t seem threatening. But Bahram had no reason to trust him. He thought of the day before. Maybe he did stand out. Maybe that was why, out of everyone waiting outside the city hall, he was one of the few to get arrested. But he kept silent and stared into space.

			The same guard entered the cell again. “You, you, you.” The guard pointed at the men sitting on the floor. “And you four on top of the bunk bed—get out.” He looked at Bahram.

			Bahram shrugged, pretending it didn’t matter to him. But he wondered if they were going to be released—or taken somewhere even worse. Was Vargha right that his looks got him into trouble?

			Vargha climbed down the ladder. Bahram followed. They walked out of the cell.

			Several guards watched the new batch of detainees who stood in the hallway. The eight men just selected were lined up along the barred walls of the cells on the opposite side. The guard stood too close to Bahram and yelled, “Hold your hands behind your back.”

			Bahram obeyed. He felt a coarse rope surround his wrists and press them together. Then a piece of black cloth appeared. Bahram convinced himself that these were only scare tactics. He should just stick to his story. Or maybe he was about to be freed. He closed his eyes as the guard fastened the blindfold around his head. The guard made sure to squeeze it tightly over his eyes.

			Bahram thought of Vargha’s warning: “Anybody will remember those eyes.”

			“Are you deaf?” From behind his blindfold, Bahram heard the same guard bark at someone nearby. “Move.”

			All of a sudden, he heard a commotion break out in the cell on his right.

			“Get him out of the cell. He’s crazy.”

			“He keeps screaming and kicking like a rabid dog.”

			“Get him to a madhouse.”

			Bahram heard a high-pitched howl.

			“Freaking Beast.”

			“Shut up!” The guard yelled so loudly he startled Bahram. “You’re lucky I’m in a hurry. Otherwise, I’d beat you so bad you’d forget your own name.”

			Someone shoved Bahram on the shoulder to push him forward. “What are you waiting for? Move!”

			Bahram was unable to walk straight, since he couldn’t see or use his hands to guide him through the halls. He heard the Beast howl again, so he sped up, but his shoulder slammed into a brick wall.

			He heard laughter from the guards. “Watch where you’re going, blind man!”

			“He’s creeping like a mole!”

			Amid the ridicule and the howls from the Beast, Bahram kept moving his feet. But he knew he was not going to be freed. Not with this prelude. He guessed he was being taken to yet another stinky, overcrowded cell. Possibly one worse than this.
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			Hesam followed Naser’s directions, trying to memorize the roads to the prison so he could find his way back the next time. He knew that many streets had been renamed after the revolution.

			“So where are we? This is not Pahlavi Street.” Hesam guessed it couldn’t still bear the former monarch’s name.

			“Who calls it that? Emam Street is the correct name. But we already drove past that. This is Prison Road.”

			Not very creative with street names, Hesam noted. He drove toward the gates. A crowd blocked the road to the prison. Men and women in regular clothes and dishdashas were arguing with the prison guards. As the guards saw the yellow Jeep approaching, they started yelling at the crowd to clear the way.

			“Slow down, but don’t stop,” instructed Naser.

			Hesam did as told. As the car moved closer to the people, they slowly cleared a path for the vehicle—everyone except one young woman who was engaged in a heated discussion with a guard.

			Hesam honked. She ignored the sound and continued to argue.

			A middle-aged woman in black chador approached the young woman and pulled at her hand. “Step aside or they’ll shoot.” She repeated her warning, trying to convince the young woman to get out of the way. “Weren’t you at the city hall yesterday? Step aside.” She finally wrenched the young woman out of the road.

			Hesam slowly drove past. He listened carefully to the story about city hall. He guessed one of the Revolutionary Committees, which had appeared out of nowhere, had begun acting as if they were legitimate security forces.

			Hesam pushed the accelerator and entered the prison.

			“Go over there,” Naser said.

			He parked the car as indicated, eager to make a good impression on his mentor.

			A guard walked toward the car. “Welcome, Mr. ­Bridegroom! How are you?”

			“Brother Mansoor,” Naser greeted him.

			Hesam looked at Naser. “I didn’t know you just got ­married.”

			“I didn’t, thanks to all the clashes at the university. Even today, we’re here babysitting criminals instead of attending the Friday sermon.”

			Hesam wasn’t a Muslim, so he preferred babysitting criminals. Although he doubted that the way they’d arrested Najeeb really made him a criminal.

			Naser got out and opened the door for Najeeb.

			“What are you doing?” Mansoor protested.

			“What do you mean? We just arrested this idiot,” Naser replied.

			“We can’t have more detainees here.”

			“Hah?”

			“What do you think, Mr. Bridegroom? The prison is packed three times its capacity. We just moved about a dozen detainees out of here.”

			“Put them in the hallways.”

			“The hallways have more detainees than they can handle.”

			“Come on. He’s just one guy. Throw him anywhere,” Naser insisted.

			“Sorry, Brother. The orders are from Haj Agha himself.”

			Hesam imagined Haj Agha was probably the warden.

			Naser was irritated. He turned to Hesam. “You watch him. I’ll be right back.”

			Hesam looked at the building. Somewhere inside the prison, the Enthraller was held captive. If it weren’t for this unwanted detainee, there would be a chance to look for the guy.

			Hesam noticed Najeeb couldn’t get out of the car with his hands tied.

			“Close the door. Let him toast a little,” Mansoor instructed.

			Hesam didn’t want to upset his colleague. Plus, Najeeb kept him from searching for the Enthraller. He closed the door on Najeeb and walked a few steps into the shade.

			A meaty black fly attacked his mouth as if wanting to drill into his jaw. Hesam smacked his own face. The fly re­located to his ear. Then to his cheek. Then he scratched his cheek. “What the hell?”

			Najeeb noticed his irritation and sneered.

			Hesam remembered a verse of a poem he had heard years ago. If he remembered correctly, it was from the epic Book of Kings and probably referred to the Arab conquest of the Persian Empire many centuries ago. It went something like, “Despite drinking camel milk and eating crocodiles, Arabs have gained the audacity to dream of the Persian crown. Spit in the face of such fate.”

			He had witnessed contempt toward Arabs from Persians. He distinctly remembered his math teacher in northeastern Khorasan province. Every time a student was not listening to lessons, the teacher would say, “What are you, an Arab? Shut up and listen, silly boy. Maybe you’ll learn something.”

			Hesam looked over at Najeeb in dishdasha. For some reason, he remembered how Umberto used to wrap some sheets around his body and call it a toga. Umberto with his toned body and curly hair looked like a grown-up cupid.

			Why did he keep thinking about Umberto? He’d come to Iran to avoid the whole situation.

			Mansoor signaled to Hesam to come over. He shook his hand. “Welcome, Brother.”

			“I’m Hesam.”

			“You’re new.”

			“Started today.”

			Mansoor took a Winston pack out of his pocket and offered one. Hesam took a cigarette but struggled with the lighter. Mansoor helped. Hesam carefully took a puff and broke into a string of coughs.

			“You don’t smoke, do you?” Mansoor laughed.

			“First time.”

			“Well, you don’t have to smoke to fit in. And you already proved you know how to make an arrest. Now give me that.” Mansoor took the cigarette from Hesam, softly pressed it against the brick wall, and then put the remainder back into the pack.

			Hesam changed the subject to cover up the ineptitude he felt. “Is it going to get any worse than this?”

			Mansoor drew his eyebrows together.

			“I mean, does it get any hotter?”

			“Hot? Man, this is nothing. This is just a bit on the warm side.”

			“Geez, I don’t know if I can survive the summer.” He immediately regretted showing weakness to this stranger.

			“You’ll get used to it.”

			Naser came out of the front door, looking even more irritated. “Hey Hesam, we have to take him out of here. They won’t budge.”

			“And don’t bother taking him to the city hall,” Mansoor mocked.

			Naser shook his head. “Have to take him to Kian Pars.”

			“Kian Pars?” Hesam asked. “Where’s that?”

			“Not too far. Have to take him to the house of a former SAVAK officer.”

			Hesam recognized the name of the disbanded intelligence agency of the Shah’s regime. But why send detainees there?

			Naser volunteered the answer before Hesam could ask. “The house was confiscated months ago. The bastard had a mansion in Kian Pars.”

			Mansoor added, “The nicest area in the city. While we live in Kampolo.”

			Naser continued, “You don’t live in Kampolo anymore. Anyway, we’re using the house as a detention center now. There’s no more space here. So, let’s go.”

			Hesam nodded. The prospect of driving under the sun didn’t appeal to him. He would rather be trying to find the Enthraller.

			As he opened the car door, he looked at Najeeb. The blood on his face had dried but sweat was rolling down his forehead.

			Hesam looked into the mirror as he sat behind the wheel. Najeeb stared right into his eyes through the mirror. Hesam felt goose bumps on his arms and was pleased that the military fatigues hid them. He switched on the engine and waited for Naser to get in.
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			Judging from the outside, Hesam thought the house probably used to be really nice. But the plants had grown over and into each other. An untrimmed branch of a honey locust tree, armed with thorns, posed a threat to unsuspecting passersby. Probably no one took care of the garden since the confiscation of the house. Once inside, he could see damaged plasterwork and holes in the ceiling of the living room. Hesam imagined a crystal chandelier once hanging there. The carpet was dirty and faded from the sun. Hesam could see the outline of where the rugs used to lay.

			The air felt fresh. Hesam saw an AC unit blowing cold wind into the room. The unit was smaller than the built-in frame. Someone had stuffed soiled rags into the gaps. A table stood in the corner of the living room next to a couple of chairs.

			Hesam watched Naser lead Najeeb into the house.

			“So…is there a basement where we keep them?”

			“Basement?” An older guard dragged his feet as he entered the living room. His red eyes caught Hesam’s ­attention. “Where is this one from?”

			“He’s new.”

			“You don’t say.” The older guard turned to Hesam and asked, “Have you heard of the Karoun River? It passes through the city.”

			Hesam still didn’t get the point. “I know. I crossed the bridge several times.”

			“What a brilliant recruit! River equals no basements. Not unless you wanna welcome the river into your lovely basement, you––”

			“Like I said, he’s new,” Naser interrupted.

			“Why can’t they send us people who can actually be ­useful? I haven’t slept for two days. Can’t keep up with all these freaking arrests. Now this madness at the city hall. All these dead bodies we have to get rid of.”

			Hesam tried not to react to this revelation.

			“I need guards who can help investigate the detainees,” the guard continued. “Who should be charged? Who should be freed? What to tell the families that gather at the gates? Not a Tehrani boy looking for basements.”

			Hesam wasn’t from Tehran, but he decided to keep quiet.

			“I know, Brother,” Naser sympathized. “We’ll get through it. You go have lunch. We’ll take care of things here.”

			The man with red eyes looked at Naser and nodded. “God bless you.” He then turned to Hesam. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to go off on you. I’m Ahmad,” he extended his hand.

			“Hesam.”

			“Yeah.” Ahmad crept out of the room. “Two days I haven’t slept,” he repeated aloud. “We need help. This can’t work. How many days can I…” His voice faded out as he exited.

			“Turn on your radio on the way home,” Naser advised.

			Hesam remembered the short news story they’d heard on the way about an American military operation to rescue the hostages in Tehran. The helicopters had crashed near Tabas. But he really wanted to ask about all the dead bodies in Ahwaz, whom Ahmad just mentioned.

			“Hey, can you stay here for a bit?” Naser asked. “I have some personal stuff to take care of. Was supposed to get married last week.”

			“Yeah, of course. No worries.”

			“You can start by booking this idiot.” Naser pointed to Najeeb and left.

			“Will do,” Hesam replied.

			Now situated in the air-conditioned room, Najeeb looked better. The blood on his face had turned brown. Hesam resisted the urge to wipe his face clean.

			“Let me go,” said Najeeb. “The Revolutionary Guards are ready to kill. I don’t deserve to die.”

			“You’re not gonna die.”

			“Yeah? They shot innocent people at the city hall ­yesterday.”

			Hesam revisited the events leading to his arrest: His only true crime was looking like an Arab, a foreigner. Hesam lowered his head and saw his boots. Too warm for this weather. Najeeb was wearing sandals. Judging by the footwear, Hesam was the foreigner, not Najeeb.

			“Let me go,” Najeeb pleaded.

			Hesam looked at his face. For the first time he saw the young man’s dark brown eyes. They immediately reminded him of the seductive look of the Enthraller.

			Hesam looked around: No one else was in sight. Only three men had seen Najeeb in custody. Mansoor, who wanted no more detainees. Agitated Ahmad, who was too tired to care. And Naser, who was busy re-arranging his own ­wedding. No one was likely to remember Najeeb.

			Hesam had returned to
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