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Introduction




She stood there, alone, at the train crossing in San Clemente, California, an explosion of denim and hair extensions, with a battered laptop in her hands.

That was the first time we saw her.

Shed taken the train from Los Angeles to show us her manuscript. We were on deadline for our own books, so we said she had an hour.

Eight hours later, some friends had joined us and we were all sitting drunk in a cabin on the beach, listening rapt as Roxana Shirazi read portions of the tale that follows.

It was the best Saturday night wed had in a while.

Do you want me to stop? shed ask in her demure English accent.

What else have you got? wed ask.

Theres the one where I got Avenged Sevenfold to pee on me.

Yes, for Gods sake. Read that one!

At the time, this wasnt a book yet. It was a collection of detailed notes, essays, snapshots, and journal entries of her experiences in hotels, on tour buses, and backstage mingled with childhood reminiscences. And not only was each one riveting, shining a light into the trapdoors of the rock–and-roll circus, but it was told in such a unique voice. The writing was muscular, ornate, and unapologetic. This was a woman who was not a victim, but who made rock bands her victimand got off on pushing them to extremes that made them uncomfortable. She believed the rock-and-roll myth, and when she was unable to find anyone who lived up to it, she chose to embody it herself. Until she made the mistake of falling in love with a rock star.

All of this, in addition to her disturbing sexual coming of age in Tehran in the midst of the Iranian revolution, gelled into a story wed never heard before. At least not told like this.

We had to get it published.

We sent a few choice excerpts to several editors and agents. They all said that after reading them, they couldnt get the images out of their head. Yet they refused to put the book into print. Like the rock bands Shirazi had seduced, they said the book was out of their comfort zone. It was too much.

So we decided to put it out ourselves.

The Last Living Slut is a beautiful memoir of growing up in the political turbulence of Tehran; an unflinching portrait of teenage cultural dislocation in London; a backstage romp that makes Pamela Des Barres Im With the Band read like a nuns diary in comparison; a white-knuckled tale of jilted love and brutal revenge; and the most gripping real-life account of female depravity weve ever read.

The rockers mentioned in this book may still have the Polaroids, but you now have the images. And they are unforgettable. We promise you that.

Neil Strauss and Anthony Bozza
     Igniter Books








A Few Thoughts On The Word SLUT




Quite simply1, slut means an individual (although the word most commonly refers to females) who frequently engages in sexual activity2 with a lot of partners.

When describing a male who frequently engages in sexual activity with a lot of partners, the words often used are stud, player, horndog, and so onÑand sometimes male slut. However male slut is a label that men usually wear with pride; it is a term of approval and envy. A male who frequently has sex with a lot of partners is patted on the back, looked up to with admiration because he is merely carrying out a role that is assigned to him as a man. It is seen as a progressive step toward the development of masculinity. It is celebrated and encouraged. It is the equivalent of childish misbehaviour and being naughty.

With females, however, the disapproval is taken to the realm of stigmatization.

A females pursuit of sexual pleasure and sexual adventure is still seen as a negative characteristic, somehow making her a bad human being. A female is not defined in terms of her humanity, but in terms of her sex life.

So, logically, does enjoying sex with different partners make someone a bad person? How can an individuals sex life define them wholly as a human being? Surely human beings should be measured by their human qualities and characteristics: kind-hearted, funny, lazy, expressive, determined, shy, mean, boring, bossy, happy-go-lucky, and so on.

Sex, even though its just a small segment of our existence, is still such a beautiful, sensual experience, and exploring ones sexuality and sexual diversity should be respected and celebrated.

In this book, I am the last living slut embodying the negative meaning of the word, and the first living slut embodying a new, positive, and celebrated meaning of the word. Some will say that the word slut can never be independent from social and historical meanings attached to it (just like nigger or queer) and will always be bound and steeped in the negative sense of the word, and thus there should be a new word to describe a sexually active and experimental individual to detach it completely from its previous meaning. Well, maybe, but in this book at least I have been conceited enough to give myself the authority to change the meaning of a word. Love your body, love your sexuality, and realize that you are a bad human being only if you are unkind and cruel and do harm unto othersÑand not because of your sex life.

– Roxana Shirazi






1 As much as I would love to write about how gender is socially constructedÑand how the concepts of masculine and feminine are merely performances that have been produced as truths and taught to us from birthÑI have a story to begin.

2 Please note that the term sex always means consensual sex. Any sexual act that is not consensual is not sex; it is an act of violence.








Prologue




June 9

Roxana wants to do the whole band, Tommy Lee says to Nikki Sixx, pointing at me. I sway between them, dressed in white linen and lace, eyes glistening with liquid warm honey, mouth parted like meat, body needing to be double-penetrated by these two rock legends.

Mick would die, I murmur, mindful of Mick Mars degenerative bone condition, yet relishing the headline that would accompany the act: Death By Sex: Girl Kills Rock Star Mid-Fornication.

Vince Neils vice for the day is two bone-brittle blondes, the type whose eating disorders are just another accessory. Its afternoon, high summer, and were indoors under the intestinal-tube fluorescent lights by Mötley Crües dressing rooms at Download Festival. The reek of emo emanates from every corner as little boy bands slumber and lounge, all panda-eyed and girlie-haired. They are elfin boys with big ears and crayoned black liner proudly gunked on, who have scrawled angst and pain and I hate my parents on their striped tops. They pretend to be aloof on the steps of their porta-cabin dressing rooms, as if they dont notice the detonating presence of rock royaltyMötley Crüe.

I drink Earl Grey tea from a frail cup as Tommy Lee offers to feed me Jägermeister. Teenage girls dressed in 50s diner-waitress chic look at him, all doe-eyed Pollyannas. They are fluff, chicken feed. And I shoo them away. Tommy kicks out the girls I brought for him because they look like groupies: all ripped fishnets and synthetic dresses. I speak Greek with him because hes half Greek. He is a hyperactive, kindhearted toddler on speed in a mans lanky, skinny, tattooed shell. Hes toothy, and has dimples and a rasping gasoline voice that fucks me in the cunt.

But I want Nikki Sixx, my Elvis, inside me as well.

Im a squirter, I tell Sixx.

We like that, dont we, Tommy? he says, his voice a gooey slur, marinated in decades of distilled degeneracy.

Tommy takes me to his dressing room and locks the door as his bodyguard assumes the position outside. He cranks up the techno music hes so in love with to gangrene-inducing levels.

Cant you put Mott the Hoople on instead? I beg him.

This is the music to fuck to! Fuck yeah! Tommy says, bouncing around like a hyper child. I wanna see you squirt, Miss Wet!

He is so bossy, ordering me with that gravelly roar of his. I obey, spreading my legs from beneath the lovely puffy cotton dress my mum bought me. I never wear knickers. Its been a habit since girlhood.

Tommys eyes eager-up like a boy wolf. I spread my pussy wide open and dildo myself so I can ejaculate all over Tommys lucky floor. Is Nikki coming too? I wish it were 1983, when they were rocks most cretinous band.

Tommy, eyes ablaze, plays with me and kisses my flower. Im so fucking horny. I wanna get double-fucked by Tommy and Nikki. I go to find Sixx.

Nikki tells me to be patient. He wants me to himself when hes back in England.

London, England

Two Months Later

You sound so angelic, Nikki Sixx says.

I can be a whore in the bedroom later if you want, I reply.

So do you and Livia come as a team?

His voice is nasal and bookish-sounding, and it drags on like syrup. I cannot believe Im talking to Nikki Sixx on the phone. I am a very lucky girl.

Im starving. When are you getting here? Nikki says.

Soon . . . soon.

Come to the hotel. Im waiting. Hurry up!

My heart is alive, full of the moon. I am going to dinner with Nikki Sixx. Little old me: the Iranian refugee girl with the mustache. The biggest nerd at school, the one who lost her virginity at twenty-four. Suddenly all the othersall the Sunset Strip nobody musicians, the has-beens, the never-wases, the ones who fucked my heartdont matter. They have no meaning. Nikki Sixx is waiting for me.

In the taxi on the way to his room, I feel like a coronary is coming on. Livia tries to calm me down in her flowery way. She isnt fazed by all this. To her, Nikki Sixx might as well be John Regularsmith from the local chippie.

Livia is a model. She is ravishing. We both look like stars. Not too revealing, not too modest. Gleaming, coiffed, perfumed, and moisturized. She, a blond Marilyn; me, a raven Ava Gardner.

Nikki is waiting in the St. Martins Lane Hotel lobby. His feline, aquamarine eyes slant like a jaguars; jagged, jet-black hair tumbles and crashes over them. I know a lot of people who would give their kidney or an important finger to be in his presence. I am overwhelmed. I try to be civilized and not spontaneously lactate as my femininity begins to open up like a lotus flower. We hug and kiss and go to dinner.
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On the way to the restaurant, my hair flusters and shimmies in the gusty winds and rain of August in London. I listen to Nikki talk about his life and watch him give American hundred-dollar bills to every homeless person we pass. I wonder if he is a lonely spirit, no longer a legend of rock-and-roll excess: Having committed every foul and abominable degenerate and depraved act to man, woman, and selfdying twice in the process from heroin overdoseswhat does he have now? Who is he?

Thats just marketing. Its business, he insists adamantly about his image. I am instantly deflated.

You should have worn flat shoes. Those heels are gonna hurt your feet. He points at my PVC-gleaming, dagger stilettos as we enter the trendy, paparazzi-infested restaurant Nobu.

Okay, I mutter in disappointment, tottering on with no knickers underneath my miniskirt.

Livia looks at me. She is a dream come true: Innocent Lolita sexuality, natural blond hair toppling over her face, wide blue eyes smiling back at Nikki. I wonder if he even has sex anymore, or if it all died within him like some lost, sodden memory of a past life. I hope he does, and I hope he wants us; that way Ill also get to fuck Livia, whose porcelain body Ive been reluctant to touch for fear of shattering it.

I eat oysters and massage Nikkis shoulders. I want to get into gardening, he says with such pleasure that I imagine him daydreaming such things as he sits in his Malibu mansion, the lonely rock icon. I try to engage in the conversation, but I know jack-shit about gardening. Instead I talk about the residue of 80s hair bands: Ratt, L.A. Guns, Faster Pussycat. But Nikki knows jack-shit about whats going on in the old-school rock world these days.

I tell him about my ultimate teenage sexual fantasy: being double-penetrated by him and Axl Rose.

Oh really? His eyes spark. And what did you move on to after that?

Porn, of course, I say.

He nonchalantly tells me that he likes to sit at home and masturbate. Date rape, he calls it. His voice is a monotone drag. And yet he is somehow interesting, like a good magazine: packed full of information and detail. We talk about his desire to travel to my home country of Iran, spirituality, and the weatherat which point he turns suddenly around to face me. His chin points, inquisitively like a teacher, and he asks: Why dont you have a boyfriend?

I swallow a bite of the funny-looking raw fish he ordered.

A dreaded feelingone I thought had evaporated from my heartsuddenly surges into my head. I dont think. I swallow. I tell the truth.

Because I fall in love.








Part 1

HOME
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Chapter 1




There is the band. Any band. Standing therethree towers of high, acid-blond spikes and two raging, dark manes. Bare chests, eyeliner, leather, sweat, I–wanna–fuck–you–baby attitude. Guitars and bass and drums and twenty-five-year-old testosterone penetrate the air like hard-core porn. They face their adoring audience, which gazes up at them from the black mass.

There are the young: a bubbling cauldron of pasty white necks straining inside midnight clothing. Fashions bought from Camden on a Saturday afternoon, some baggy to hide their youthful chubbiness. They have zebra tights and matted hair in flaccid ponytails, black liner tracing their Red Bull–vodka eyes. The girls breasts, at least, are firm, all puppy fat and tender skin. The heat sends the aroma of laundry soap off their logoed clothing and into the fetid air, mixing with beer and young sweat. In their emo gear, they will scream the lyrics. And then they will go home to bedrooms tucked safely in suburbia, their walls full of posters and angst, their floors carpeted with crushed cans of Red Bull. They will lie there, in awe of the night.

Then there are the hunters, predators hiding in corners, slim and sleek like cats in heat. Tight corsets and slit skirts, hair tidy-messy and obvious. Sapphire eyes, wolf-shaped and sprinkled with glitter lash from a box. Theyre seductive but haughty as a pearl necklace, pouting with arched eyebrows. They want the lead guitarist because hes hot. Their vicious heels and fish-cold faces are emotionless, but their cheekbones could cut glass. Ready to pounce to the rhythm of their nights strategy, discussed, planned, and dissected in hushed tones in the jaundiced light of the chicks toilets, gazing in mirrors covered in lipstick marks, paper tissue, and longing so intense it burns like lava.

Of course there is always the older groupie mafia, whose compulsory sedate demeanor nevertheless reeks of a still-rabid desire to get them some rocker meat for the night. They hang around, defeated and heavier, packed into denim. They have sucked and chewed, fucked and crashed their way through all the other sleaze hair rockers of the 80s that were spawned by Mötley Crüe. They went on actual dates with them before they were married and divorced and married again. They have the original stories of broken hearts, and the hazy bloated memories and scars to prove them. Their sallow bodies are awash in whiskey and sperm. The flickering light catches the hard lines on their faces. At forty-something years old, theyre desperate, angry, ready to push these younger girls outta the way. Without this world, they would be nothing. This is their identity.

 The older boys are always at the front, with sagging tattoos and hackneyed talk of the good old days. They want to catch the shit hitting them in the face, the head, whatever. It takes them away that much from their two-by-fours and kids packed lunches and PTA meetings. Their once-long hair is now in violent retreat. But they saw it all: the Pistols, Sabbath, the Sweet, the rest. They saw the blood, the shit, the razors and needles, the vomit, the pretty little chickens. This is beautiful, like their morning wood at fourteen and the spotty teenage-boy need for getting laid that came with it. They know all the songs and try to make every gig. The cash they spend on seeing bands is supposed to be milk money for their children, but this is their life, their blood, their every happiness. Just like me. Because rock ‘n roll is my type O.

When all your thoughts and emotions are consumed by rock ‘n roll and all your actions are dependent on the movements of a rock band, then your life becomes like that of a junkie. The blood that rushes through your veins, the breath that catches your throat, your tears, your cash, your enormous love, your brainwaves, your perfume, your orgasms . . . everything. Everything. But its all an illusion: the love you feel so passionately, the bond of friendship, the endless hotel rooms, the emotional support you give and take, the food you eat, your guttural hollers of ecstasy, your jealousy, your thirst. The exhaustion and the cold and the heat, the heels that swat your skin, the condoms you use and dont use, the STD tests, the locked jaw. It is a high, a new realm, a space you can enter without warning or awareness. And it can become your pulse, permeate your genetic makeup. This I know.

When it does, suddenly all the decisions you make are not entirely yours. And you dont know how it happened. You have little control over your emotions and actions. And its all because of a rock-and-roll band.

This is my life.
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Chapter 2 I was a Child Basked in Gunfire, Islamic Law and Sexuality




I was born in a military hospital in Tehran, Iran. My mother was a twenty-four-year-old political activist whod chosen the Russian-run hospital as a nod to socialism, the political movement shed aligned herself with in her resistance to Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavis regime. I was born into a totalitarian society with little social and political freedom, where only the Shah and the ruling elite benefited from the countrys wealth while ordinary people didnt have access to decent health care and education.

As soon as her belly swelled, my mother knew I was going to be a girl. She just didnt know how naughty I was going to be. When her water broke, my eighteen-year-old aunt proudly accompanied her to the hospital. Once inside, my mother learned that the hospitals sanitized and celebrated reputation was a sham: it was an institution of clinical cruelty. My mother was in labor for sixteen hoursmy head was so big that I couldnt easily come outbut labor drugs were strictly against hospital policy, regardless of the situation. Instead, the nurses believed in discipline, so they slapped and kicked my mother to make her push harder. They screamed and shouted at her to get on with it. A fine mist of blood rose on the veins of my mums milk-white neck. At one point during the ordeal, my mum thought about running out of there with me still inside her. But before she could, she passed out on the table.

I was born in the early hours of the morning. The nurses whisked me away to prevent physical contact with my mother, which was also against hospital policy. They left her alone, lying on the operating table in the vacant room without water for three hours. Unable to get up, she resorted to licking droplets of sweat from her face.

Every day for a week, the nurses brought me to my mother for five minutes of breastfeeding, convinced that their military regimen was for the good of the patient.

A few weeks after I was born, my eighteen-year-old aunt and uncle were arrested, tortured, and interrogated for being anti-Shah activists. From that day until the revolution in 1979, various friends and members of my mothers family were constantly getting arrested for their political beliefs and activities. My mother and I made countless trips to Tehrans notorious Evin Prison to catch a glimpse of them behind bars.

My first childhood home belonged to my grandmother, Anneh. It was there, in the middle of Irans revolution and the subsequent war with Iraq, that I remained, basked in pure love and happiness during the terror of revolutionary gunfire, Islamic law, and my initiation into sexuality.








Chapter 3




I was six months old when I went to prison with my mum. It was only for twenty-four hours, but it was enough to affect her for a long time.

My grandmother, my mum, and I were at home one afternoon when the savak, the Shahs secret police, broke down the door. There were four or five of them. I was in my mums arms as she watched them break and tear everything apart in my grandmothers house, looking for leaflets, literature, books, and any other anti-Shah paraphernalia that would prove my mother was a political activist. My mums face was sheet-white. I screamed while my grandmother prayed in the corner.

Get up. Youre coming with us, the men barked at my mum.

Though she obeyed, she insisted that she had to bring me, my nappies, and my milk bottle. They marched her, with me in her arms, to a car waiting outside and sat on either side of us as they drove to Komiteh Moshtarak Zed-e-Kharaabkaari Prison, used by the savak for interrogation. Once inside the prison, my mum was blindfolded and led along a hallway, still carrying me. When they took off her blindfold, she saw that she was in a small room. They left her there overnight, where she watched me sleep as she awaited her fate.

The next morning, she was taken to an interrogation room and I was handed to the guards. She was petrified that shed be raped, tortured, and killed, and thered be no one left to take care of my grandmother and me. Fortunately, the interrogator was lenient. He questioned my mum about her and her brothers political activities. She must have convinced him she didnt know anything, because suddenly he snapped at her to get out. She grabbed me from the guards, ran out, and found a taxi to take us to the safety of our home.

I led a fairy-tale existence in the sunshine-soaked dusty back alleys of Narmak, a small, up-and-coming lower-middle-class neighborhood in northeast Tehran. I played day and night in the alley outside my grandmothers ancient two-story house.

The air outside was arid, and smelled of trees and dry clay. In the summer at about five p.m., after their afternoon siestas, the adults would soak the scorched ground of their doorstep with splashes of cold water, and the air would dampen with the smell of just-rained-on ground.

The house had a vast roof. On blazing hot summer nights, like everyone else in the neighborhood, my grandmother, my mother, and I would put our bedding outside and sleep under the stars that crammed the raw Persian sky. We slept in a pasheh–band, a white gauze tent that kept the insects away. It was held up by nails in the squat wall surrounding the rooftop. In the night, Id see chimneys like gap teeth in the blackness, and hear the low hum of the neighbors murmurs and velvety laughter coming from their rooftops.

In our home, there were four small spaces on the ground floor sectioned off as rooms by a wall in the middle. Just past the front door was a small foyer with nothing except a gold-leafed mirror, a telephone, and a storage cupboard for stacking bedding sheets and duvetsthis was our reception area. Just past it was a room with biscuit-fragile windows and a glass door that led into the garden, the window frames all painted in the same chipped lemon–yellow paint. This room was where my mother and Iand sometimes my aunt and cousinslept on yards and rolls of cotton sheets and puffy rose pillows that my grandmother had kept immaculate for years. On the other side of the wall was a living room with an old clunky black heater that let out foul fumes. The room had sliding doors to create a space for my great-grandmother to sleep at night. With her raven-black braids hanging to her knees, shed sit in a dark corner of that space, vacant with Alzheimers, dressed always in a long white gown, a lone figure staring ahead.

Every inch of the downstairs floor was covered in layers of thick Persian carpets, which crashed into one another like watercolor waves. Intricate squiggles, flowers, and curves exploded in a frenzied dance on electric turquoise, deep browns, and shameless reds, hypnotizing me. Id sit there trying to make sense of their designs but eventually give in, preferring to join them, lie on them, kiss them.

The second floor was unoccupied. It had two rooms, one with its own balcony overlooking the garden, an ancient kitchen, and a decaying bathroom. Gray stone steps led to the ground floor, which was where we lived. The front door was short but thick. It was never locked. Instead, it stayed open to let in the constant stream of relatives and neighbors who ate, slept, gossiped, loved, cried, and laughed with us. Immediately to the left of the main door was a tiny bathroom with a porcelain squat toilet and a shower.

Next to that was the crumbling kitchen where my grandmother sat amid a palace of pots and pans, creating the most intoxicating carnival of dishes: ash-e reshteh, ghormeh sabzi, zereshk polo, sholeh zard, and my favorite, koofteh tabrizi, from the northern city of Tabriz where my mothers family was from. The dish is a heap of minced meat mixed with crushed walnuts, tarragon, and zereshk (tiny dried sour berries) and rolled into a massive, round meatball with a boiled egg planted in its delicious heart after its cooked.

The kitchen where my grandmother cooked had a dungeon-like cellar. It was a place of dread, accessible only through an iron hatch hidden under a rug. One day curiosity got the better of me and I slipped my fingers through the bars of the hatch and lifted it. I peered into a bottomless black hole. Climbing down the greasy cloth-bound ladder, I could feel the presence of monsters waiting for me. The cold air gripped my head and seeped into my widened eye sockets as I struggled to see in the pitch-black. My feet touched the ground and I stood there, shivering with cold and fear, terror and repulsion swimming through my wrists and throat as I awaited some unspeakable horror.

I knew there must be rats and cockroaches crawling everywhere, but I just stood there like a scarecrow in my thin cotton dress, letting the thrill of fear give me a fantastic rush in my tummy. I didnt dare walk around in case I bumped into somethingmaybe even my dead grandfather. (An uncle had once told me that his body lay down there among the musty papers from the past.) After a minute or two, when I couldnt stand it any longer, I climbed back up the ladder, to the light and warmth. My soul and heart embraced and fed on the thrill Id experienced. So whenever I felt the yearning, on silent afternoons, I would tiptoe once again to the kitchen, lift the heavy, cold, iron hatch, and climb down so I could see beyond my world. Sometimes I even felt a sense of holiness elevate me in those confines. My grandmother would always call after me, but in my mind I was far away, ready to be transported to the dark side.








Chapter 4 I Found Shelter in Her Lap and Heaven in Her Protection.




My grandmother was goddess-like in her aura. Her motherly instinct extended to everyone she encountered. Her nickname, Anneh, means mother in northern Persian dialect. Her lungs racked by years of asthma and her heart swollen by unconditional love, she constantly gave her energy and time to the people in her life. She always worked hard to ensure that the banquet of dishes she carefully prepared delighted everyone. Sunny by nature, she relished life, always dancing and laughing. The sheer pleasure she took from the smallest thingslike selecting shades and textures of cloth for dress-makinggave her pure joy.

My home is everybodys home, shed say, glowing with pride while dishing out dinners to random relatives and neighbors who dropped by. Sadly, though, as her eyesight faded, she sometimes made little mistakes in the kitchenlike adding sugar to the stew when she meant to use salt. And the antiquated horsepills her doctor prescribed for her asthma thinned her skin. Over time, we would see her veins, bulging and blue, swimming beneath the translucent white skin of her frail hands, decorated by a treasured ruby ring her children had given her on Mothers Day. One day its going to be yours, my princess, shed say whenever I tried to play with it.

Still, she remained beautiful, with chestnut brown hair fashioned in a bob and honey eyes glistening with natural seductiveness, just like my mothers. Ashraf khanoom, youre always dressed so chic, Id hear women tell her at mehmoonis (family parties). Is it from Paris? Theyd sniff around her bags and dresses, and shed always end up giving away one thing or another.

Even though this was the peak of the Shahs rule, a time when Westernization was being heavily promoted, she still covered her body with a long, flowery chadorthe Islamic head-and-body coveringwhen she went out of the house. She didnt do it for religious purposes but strictly because she liked tradition.
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People gathered at our house at night, and Anneh always started the dancing, getting everyone on their feet to move to the Iranian pop songs blasting from the cassette player. She was happy, always singing, always full of light. She welcomed everyone into our home with such genuine love and warmth that I wondered if anything ever really upset her. I found shelter in her lap and heaven in her protection when I put my head against her fat tummy, hearing the clutter of her insides and sniffing the faint smell of her Western perfume, while my mother went to work every day teaching teenagers at the local school.

My mother had a psychology degree and taught literature, psychology, and Arabic, leaving early in the morning and coming back at dusk. She had gone back to work four weeks after giving birth so she could provide for me and my grandmother. Sometimes her breast milk seeped through her shirt mid-lecture.

In many ways, my mother was the opposite of my grandmother. Even though she was only in her mid-twenties, she was serious, quiet, and pensiveand an active revolutionary. Shed rush home from work and demonstrations to do chores, pay bills, find doctors, and fix the home.

Dont forget the duck-shaped bread, I would yell after her as she left the house. She never did forget to bring back a piece of duck-shaped brioche. I remember waiting for that bread with uncontrollable joy rushing through my body.

My mother shunned makeup and fancy clothes, embracing simplicity and somber colors as a revolutionary stance. The only beauty routines she adored were ironing her hair fire-poker straight with the household iron and waxing her legs to gleaming marble smoothness with homemade wax.

Here, help me rip these sheets, my darling, she said one afternoon, looking up from the fraying garments strewn around her on the floor, gooey, yellow, hot wax on her leg and spatula in hand. Rip, rip, rip, went the old sheets to become strips for her legs. I watched my mother squeal in pain for the sake of beauty as she applied and then ripped the cotton strips away.

I wanna do it! I whined. I wanted to be glamorous, too.

Not until youre twenty, my mother snapped, tending to her slim white legs. She wanted me to be a child, not to rush into womanhood. But by the age of five I already loved makeup. I was obsessed with dressing up in the latest fashions, and desperately wanted platform shoes and flared trousers.

I screamed and howled, driving my poor mother to tears. As far as I was concerned, it was detrimental to my existence to be denied a pair of platform shoes. And my mother went mad if I touched makeup, so when she was off at work and my grandmother had her afternoon siesta, I would sneak into my grandmothers makeup bag and cream on her neon-pink lipstick and chalk on nightclub-blue eye shadow.

We hardly had any money, but I was a spoiled princess. Everyone in my family doted on me, especially my grandmother, who bought me so many dolls that they overtook the living room and made for quite a lively tea party. Still, I stamped my feet and cried through my whistling snotty nose because it wasnt enough. I wanted her to buy me a bride doll that Id seen in a shop window.

Even then, I always wanted more than I had.








Chapter 5




Every morning, after my mother left for work, my grandmother and I began our day. First Id run to the neighborhood bakery to get nooneh sangaka foot-long triangular bread the man would bake while I watched. They would throw a slab of dough into the clay oven. It was still steaming when they brought it out, with tiny stones from the oven clinging to its underside. As they folded it, they would tell me to watch my fingers, but I didnt care; I let the hot bread sting my mouth as I gobbled it down while running back to the house.

When I got home, wed have breakfast sitting around the sofrehan oil cloth spread on the floor for serving foodor sit by the fishpond in the garden. On the sofreh, feta cheese, herbs, fresh double cream, honey, and sour cherry jam were laid out with the hot tea. My grandmother brewed tea in the samovar, an hourglass-shaped decorative metal container that boiled water as steam escaped from its head, allowing the tea to brew slowly.

After the dawn prayer, an old, toothless lady by the name of Masha Baiim would come by most mornings to help my grandmother around the house. Her face was a brown, weathered map etched with deep lines. She had the patience of a saint and long black hair, which she wore in two braids hanging by her waist like rope. I was generally horrible to her, giving her hell and the occasional bite on the arm when she wouldnt let me do the things I wanted to do.

After breakfast, I would go out to play with my friends in the alley. All the neighbors in the little houses knew one another. Our mud alley was always sunny and orange. Then we would roam the maidoonor squarein the center of the neighborhood. In Tehran, every square had a number and was the social hub of the surrounding area.

By the time the sound of noon prayer wailed from the nearby mosque, the neighborhood buzzed with activity. The first to arrive was the salt seller, an old man who hobbled through the alley croaking Namaki! Namaki! (Salt seller! Salt seller!) and selling the raw rock salt he carried in a sack on his bent back. A few women would bring out scraps of dried bread, leftover food, or sometimes unwanted clothes to exchange for a piece of rock salt. I remember feeling lucky that I wasnt as poor as the salt seller, whose skinny face would break into a humble, toothless grin as he collected the goods and sauntered off to the next street.

We played until the traders arrived at noon with their cartfuls of merchandise. In the winter, the beetroot seller wheeled his cart to a stop at the top of the alley. I would run to get coins from my grandmother. Peeling off the dirty outer layer of the cooked beet would expose the steaming hot flesh beneath. My teeth sliced through the chunks and I let the hot juice wash over my gums. The tamarind man was there year-round, selling us lovely sour-salty tamarind. In the spring came a man with gojeh sabzsmall unripe sour green plumswhich we would sprinkle with salt and eat until our stomachs ached.

Sometimes, in the middle of a hopscotch game, the cinema-rama man would appear. Hed wheel in a big box. Wed put coins in, look in a peephole, and be transported to another world. A world of corseted ladies with pink boas, fancy lace, and exotic hairbrushes. When the time ran out, wed beg the adults for more money so we could exist just a little longer in Shahreh Farang (foreign city). Id peer into it so deeply that my left eye would be bruised. And then my coins would run out.

You cant have money for this and the wheel! my mother or grandmother would say, looking up from their work cleaning fresh herbs for dinner. I loved the mini Ferris wheel that rolled into the alley once or twice a week. It always drew a massive crowd, even though the top of the wheel rose only ten feet off the ground. It felt grand to sit in those old moldy seats in the sky.

Throughout the day, the sound of mournful prayer from the loudspeaker of a nearby mosque served as a fearful reminder to pray to God. In our home, my grandmother would promptly put on her chador and turn to face Mecca, the holy city. A deep and respectful silence would fall over the neighborhood as the grownups gathered their prayer mats and Mohra small chunk of holy clay that supposedly came directly from Mecca.

Some days, during the siesta that followed, I played alone in my grandmothers garden. I felt like a princess there: the garden was my court, the fruit trees ready to serve me. A pomegranate tree, which opened her baby pink flowers in summer, showed the world she was ready to bear autumn fruit. Next to it stood a sour cherry treemy favorite. Lifting the hem of my dress, I would pluck the tiny cherries and gather them in my skirts. I was greedy for that fruit, even more than the blackbirds who competed with me to fill their bellies first.

At the end of the garden wall rose the tallest fir tree I had ever seen. Its trunk was so wide and its branches so dense with pines that it provided a shield for me and my cousins childhood games.

On the left side of the garden were the rosespink, yellow, and white. Puffy roses. Scarlet buds pursing their lips to the sky in a kiss. Right in the middle of the yard was a small round pond filled with goldfish and green slimy moss. Often I would undress and float naked under the water, holding my breath as long as I could to feel the slither of the fish and slippery moss against my chest and tummy. My cinnamon ringlets were soaked but, soon enough, the crisp Persian sun would toast them dry as I sunbathed naked on the concrete.

Put some panties on! Bad girl! my grandmother or mum would scold in a loud whisper if they caught me. But I loved the feeling of my body exposed in the water and the sun. I wanted to be free.

When the adults awoke from the siesta, it was time for early evening tea, which was exactly like breakfast. In the summer we enjoyed tea in the garden. Then, in the evening, everyone put on fancy clothes to go mehmooni, visiting relatives houses to eat, dance, and have a good time. My mother usually took me to see her sister and my cousins in Foozieh, a seedy part of town that smelled like sewage. We stood by the road and shouted our destination at the orange taxis speeding bythe customary way to flag down a cabuntil one stopped and we climbed in, sharing a ride with others headed that way.

Most of the men in my mothers family were political prisoners, leaving the women alone with their children and forced to stay with their parents or in-laws. My aunts husband was a political prisoner along with my uncle and my mothers cousins. Day and night, the adults would sit talking about the political situation. In the 1970s, Iran emerged as one of the oil giants of the Middle East and the Shah established himself as a monarch, with a plan to Westernize our society. By 1973, Tehran was considered one of the worlds most innovative capital cities, with religion operating on the fringes. Scores of villagers and farmers filtered into Tehran to take advantage of the prosperity promised to them by the Shah. But government corruption ensured that the promised trickle-down of wealth only pooled around government officials and friends of the Shah. The gap between rich and poor rapidly grew wider.

Soon, due to a lack of jobs and housing, an abundance of shantytowns, teeming with disenfranchised villagers and farmers, sprouted up around Tehran. As unrest spread through the citizenry, the ruling body hardened into an even more stringent military dictatorship. The Shah imprisoned anyone with opposing views, and stripped away civil liberties and the right to strike. Freedom of speech and the press were eliminated, and anti-Shah activity was punishable by torture, imprisonment, and even execution. The Shah activated his own secret policethe savakwho ramped up terror by raiding homes believed to house anti-Shah literature and arresting all suspects encountered on the way.

In this turbulent political state, dozens of resistance groups sprang up, many of them with multiple branches. Their ideologies may have differed in their particulars, but they were united in one objective: to overthrow the Shahs military dictatorship and bring freedom and social equality to the people of Iran.

As public unrest and anti-Shah demonstrations increased, so did the gunfire in the streets. My grandmothers house began to turn into a base for intensifying political activity. The savak raided houses in our neighborhood daily. And life became more hazardous.
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Chapter 6 I Soon Realized that It was Opium that was The Love of My Fathers Life, and that Hed Gradually Become Bored of Me.




I wasnt aware of what a father was until I began to notice that other children had a man as another parent and I did not. There was a tall, thin, quiet man with tinted glasses and a mustache who came to visit me once in a while. He was nice to me, but I didnt know how he fit into the tightly woven pattern of my family. He stuck out in my family like a salted pretzel stick in a candy store. He was unlike anyone I had ever met.

Whenever my father visited our house, Id grow shy and hide from him. My grandmother was nice to him, but I noticed that he and my mum hardly spoke. It didnt cross my mind to wonder why he didnt live with us the way other Daddies lived with Mummies. I figured he must have liked me since he made an effort to talk to me. But my childhood instinct told me that he did it out of obligation, not because he wanted to. So I scowled and didnt say much back to him.

He was good-looking and distant, like a film star. And he was quiet and always seemed unhappy. So I put on my best dresses hoping he would notice and want to spend more time with me. As I became aware that he was my fathermy daddy, someone who should love meI acted coy and dressed prettily because thats how girls got the things they wanted. He would pick me up for scheduled visits and take me to the nearby park, Haft Hoz (Seven Lakes), to buy cooked liver from the street vendors and go on the mini Ferris wheel. Once, when my stomach was upset and I had diarrhea, he took me to the bathroom; I was very embarrassed that he should see me in such odious circumstances.

Often, my father took me to his sisters house nearby, where he lived with his mother and younger brother. I remember thinking that my three cousins were noisy and naughty children, not refined at all. But I loved playing with my girl cousin, dressing up in chic ladies dresses and heels. Still, I never smiled in the photos we took on those visits. Whos this girl here scowling like a donkey? my father would drawl, pointing at me in the pictures. It was the only time I saw him express anything close to emotion.

I adored my fathers family: my aunts and uncles and cousins. They were lovely, kind, and fun to be around. But I just didnt feel like smiling. I was a bad child, like my dad said. My fathers family enjoyed simple things, like watching movies and eating food together. It was an alien Disneyland. Simple pleasures and laid-back indulgences constituted the family foundation, unlike my mothers home where everyone was a political activist.

Though my fathers visits came less and less frequently with time, I still waited for him at the door, ready in my best flowery cotton dress, my tight ringlets freshly shampooed and clipped out of my face. When he didnt show up, I would chastise myself. Im not pretty enough, Id think. Im too boring for him. Eventually, my grandmother would shout at me to give up and come in.

He probably got ill or something, shed say. Maybe there was an accident.

But when he telephoned, he said he was coming. He will come. I believed in him, because surely my daddy was a nice man. He had to be. I never cried at the huge wall of hurt and disappointment that secretly overwhelmed my heart when this man who was supposed to be my father didnt show up or call when he promised. And on those rare occasions when he did, he was grouchy and silent.

I soon began overhearing the adults talking about opium, and how it was something that men didespecially older men, like taxi drivers. I soon realized that opium was the love of my fathers life and that hed gradually become bored of me, because I was a nerdy girl who was not fun.

But my father wasnt the only adult in my life, and I found comfort in other adults, who often told me I was a pretty girl. I began to seek attention from other malesboys my own age or older relatives. I grew determined to make them like me by becoming the most beautiful girl they had ever seen. This soon formed the backbone of my sense of self. It became my armor and made me happy.

The less I saw of my father, though, the more I longed for him. I closed my eyes and fantasized that he would pick me up and smile, take me to interesting places and laugh. He became a fantasy figure, like the seasoned movie star he resembled. Eventually, though, I grew tired of waiting for him, and my fantasies turned to the soldiers on television.








Chapter 7




The first time I masturbated was winter, just before the revolution. I was about five years old, and there was a constant stream of men in uniforms invading my daily life. The spectacle of the savak, who terrified me, gave me a delicious dark thrill that hit me in my gut in a way it wasnt supposed to. I found myself attracted to the soldiers on the streets and on TV, parading with authority, with power.

One afternoon, it came exploding out of me. I was watching the news. The marching troops were so awesome, so powerful, that I gave in. Crawling under the korsi (a low table covered in blankets with a heater attached), I squeezed my eyes really tight and pictured soldiers walking up to me one by one as I lay naked on a dirt road. They each leaned over and looked at my body, admiring it and wanting me. I got a funny feeling in my tummy when I thought of that. A dangerous, powerful explosion washed over my little body and made me feel like a queen. A feeling of urgency overwhelmed me. So I put my hands in my panties and touched myself where it throbbed. I had found a secret and it would take me to a place of ethereal and majestic beautymy beautiful secret world. I felt higher than anyone else. I felt invincible.

All my first cousins were boys. They teased and chased me constantly, and I began to love it more and more. They were the first people Id found whom I could actually seek out to receive male attention. I began dressing deliberately in my best girlie clothes, swaying my hips and flirting as I walked out on the street to play. I had a huge crush on the slightly older twin boys who lived next door. In my attempts to get them to like me and want me, I did what worked: I acted coy and needy, even though I was really quite a tomboy.

One summer afternoon, while all the adults slept, I asked the twins to teach me to tie my shoelaces. I sat at the bottom of the stone steps leading to the second floor of our house, and slid up my skirt to reveal my bare legs. As they stood over me, I lifted one leg up to them so they would see all the way up to the top of my thigh. Then, slowly, they taught me to tie my laces. Their skin felt hot on mine. And I felt loved.
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