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Praise for Open Wide the Doors

‘In these dark days we live in, Mahvash Sabet’s memoirs about her persecution and incarceration in the dungeons of the Islamic Republic are a ray of light. This book is a testament to the power of truth, to the fact that in our darkest times, in times of brutality and indifference, we can still preserve our dignity, our humanity and our belief in hope.’

Azar Nafisi, author of Reading Lolita in Tehran

‘An essential book that reminds us of both our capacity for evil as carriers of darkness, and our obligation to survive as carriers of light.’

Alberto Manguel

‘Mahvash Sabet, a Bahá’í prisoner of conscience in Iran, writer and poet, was sentenced to twenty years in prison only because of her faith. She has endured torture, solitary confinement, and appalling conditions despite her serious health issues. In clear prose, Sabet shows how she fought against injustice and found strength in her faith and her connection with her cellmates – a testimony to how small acts of kindness in a world of evil can keep hope alive. This is an important book that illustrates the cruel persecution of the Bahá’ís in the Islamic Republic of Iran – an unflinching witness account that deserves to be read widely.’

Marina Nemat, author of Prisoner of Tehran

‘Amidst the tragedy engulfing the people of Iran today, Mahvash Sabet’s prison memoirs provide a poignant glimpse of a better world. Her astonishing resilience and profound humanity in the face of prolonged injustice leave no doubt that it is in fact her tormentors who are in the prison of hatred and violence. Her shining example of dignified defiance shows us the path to a glorious future for Iran in which power and prosperity is derived from the noble potentialities inherent in human beings.’

Payam Akhavan, Professor of International
Law and former UN Prosecutor at The Hague

‘In this deeply moving book, first-hand insights are shared about how to survive prolonged injustice and pain with profound dignity and strength. Mahvash Sabet’s love shines throughout – love for family, colleagues and friends, for co-detainees with various records of criminality, and even the very prison and intelligence officials who preside over her suffering, solitary confinement, torture, isolation and threats. In this book she demonstrates how delicate personal and artistic sensibilities can not only survive but also be finessed in such ugly settings and, in that, she demonstrates lessons for us all.’

Nazila Ghanea, Professor of Law, University of Oxford,
UN Special Rapporteur on freedom of religion or belief

‘Mahvash Sabet, a prisoner of conscience in Iran, invokes doors – iron doors, doors with double chains and locks, doors with knobs on only one side – again and again in her heart-wrenching account of injustice, violence, and prejudice. Yet faith, conviction, grace and dignity cannot be locked away. They move beyond enclosures, beyond the reach of tyranny. No door – no machinery of repression – can bar their power or their passage. Open Wide the Doors, edited and exquisitely translated by Bahiyyih Nakhjavani and Azita Mottahedeh, is an eloquent testimony to that truth.’

Farzaneh Milani, author of Veils and Words
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Why stay in prison when the door’s wide open?

Rumi






INTRODUCTION

Mahvash Sabet is a prisoner of conscience in Iran, condemned for being a follower of the Bahá’í Faith. Over the past twenty years, she has been incarcerated in four Iranian prisons, arrested on three separate occasions and held for thirty months without trial. She has twice been given ten-year sentences because of her beliefs, the first time in 2008 and most recently in 2022. In May 2025, there was a call at the European Parliament for her unconditional release, on humanitarian grounds.1 It has, until now, been ignored.

Born in Ardestan on 4 February 1952, Mahvash grew up in the provincial town of Zavareh, where she was first exposed to fanaticism and prejudice against the Bahá’í Faith as a child. When she was about ten years old, her family moved from the provinces to the capital, enabling her to continue her education in Tehran. A bright student with a flair for poetry, she later received a bachelor’s degree in social sciences from Reyhan University,2 and embarked on a teaching career soon after her marriage to Siyávash Sabet on 21 May 1973. After several years, she became the principal of 21 Farvardín, a prestigious school in District 13 of Tehran, and later directed the school of Tehran’s Air Force Base personnel. She was also invited to serve on the National Literacy Committee of Iran, as a respected education professional.

But everything changed, for Mahvash and many others, when the Islamic Republic came to power in 1979. It changed catastrophically for the 350,000 Bahá’ís, members of the largest religious minority in the country.

When the Bahá’í Faith first emerged in Persia in the middle of the nineteenth century, its message of social justice and religious renewal swept through the land like wildfire, causing consternation at court and a crisis among the clergy. The mullahs, their authority already weakened, felt threatened by the claim that religious truth was relative, not absolute. The newly crowned Qajar monarch Naser al-Din Shah feared insurrection and the loss of power, as his people protested against corruption. So from the mid-1840s onward a campaign of persecution was launched against this Faith, killing over 10,000 adherents in the last half of the nineteenth century alone, and double that number by the beginning of the twentieth. The Báb, the young forerunner of the Bahá’í Faith, was repeatedly imprisoned before being shot in Tabríz in 1850. Bahá’u’lláh, its founder, was banished to Baghdad in 1852, and later exiled for life to the fortress of St Jean d’Acre in Palestine, a penal colony of the Ottoman Empire. After Bahá’u’lláh passed away in 1892, the remains of the Báb were brought to rest on the slopes of Mt Carmel, making the twin cities of Haifa and Akka a focus of prayer, pilgrimage and the point of adoration for the Bahá’í community, long before the state of Israel was established in 1948.

Over the course of the twentieth century, the Bahá’í Faith continued to be persecuted in the land of its birth. Bahá’í properties and lives were ravaged in towns and villages under both Pahlavi governments. Anti-Bahá’í propaganda was unleashed on radio programmes by radical clerics during the 1950s, and the National Bahá’í Centre in the capital was occupied by the military and partially destroyed in 1955. But throughout the same period, the Faith grew to become the second most widespread religion in the world, with some seven million members in more than 230 countries and adherents from many cultures, races and spiritual backgrounds. Its internal governance depends not on individuals but on institutions, voted for by secret ballot, locally and nationally. At the head of this essentially spiritual system of administration is the Universal House of Justice, elected every five years to guide and govern the affairs of the Bahá’í world from its seat in Haifa.

However, within months of Khomeini assuming power, the new Iranian theocracy branded this entity as ‘political’. And despite the Faith’s roots in Persia, its world centre in present day Israel gave the regime a spurious reason to accuse Bahá’ís of being ‘foreign spies’. From 1979 on, their persecution became systematic. From one day to the next, Bahá’ís were ‘disqualified’3 from civic life and denied the protections extended to other religious minorities in Iran’s constitution. Bahá’í professionals lost their jobs; Bahá’í-owned businesses had permits withheld and ultimately confiscated by the state; Bahá’í children were harassed and hounded from schools; Bahá’í students were expelled from and denied access to university; Bahá’í cemeteries were destroyed and sacred Bahá’í sites were razed to the ground. And, along with thousands of other Bahá’ís, Mahvash was fired from her teaching position and permanently barred from working in the public sector.

During the so-called Iranian ‘Cultural Revolution’ which followed, the Bahá’í Administrative Order was specifically targeted, and its institutions duly decimated by the government. Between 1980 and 1983, all nine members of the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahá’ís of Iran were abducted, never to be seen again, eight members of a newly elected National Assembly were executed without trial, and scores of Local Assembly members across Iran were similarly taken into custody and killed. Finally, when a legal ban was officially announced against their administration on 29 August 1983, the Bahá’ís dissolved all elected institutions in the country, in compliance with their principles.

From then on, and with the tacit approval of the authorities, an ad hoc group of first three, then five, and finally seven individuals was appointed to be community caretakers. The Yárán-i-Iran, or Friends of Iran, were responsible for registering births, marriages and deaths as well as providing financial and medical support, counselling services and training programmes to help the oppressed community. Among the many services they developed was the Bahá’í Institute of Higher Education (BIHE), a remarkable project founded in 1987 to ensure university education for students. Until recently it offered more than fifty-six academic courses in the sciences, engineering, business management, social sciences and humanities, which are recognised by 115 universities worldwide. Mahvash became its first director and served in this capacity for fifteen years. In 2005, she was also appointed to be one of the ‘Bahá’í Seven’ – as the last group of the Yárán came to be known – and was the group’s secretary for three years. Imprisoned in the notorious Section 209 of Evin Prison in Tehran that same year, she was released after thirty-four days, then arrested again on 5 March 2008.

And that is when this story begins.

Covering ten months of Mahvash’s incarceration – from March to December 2008 – this memoir describes the beginning of her first ten-year prison sentence. It was a gruelling time of unmitigated solitude. She was unable to communicate with anyone while in the detention centre of Mashhad, and friends and family were kept in ignorance of her fate for the many weeks she was holed up in the public prison of Vakilabad. Eight months would go by before anyone was allowed to visit her in Evin Prison and she was also separated for most of this time from her fellow members of the Yárán. Only at the very end of this period was she finally reunited with her dear friend and colleague, Faribá Kamalábádí, who was condemned like Mahvash to another decade of incarceration.

This is an intensely personal story. Written in unvarnished prose, the writer’s honesty is palpable and her self-doubt as well as her faith sincerely shared. She describes her fellow prisoners with unwavering compassion, while depicting her own experiences without a trace of self-pity. She records the attacks against her beliefs as well as her defence of them without exaggeration, and endures her isolation with a biting wit. Her characteristic irony is as much a survival mechanism as a literary device.

The events described in these pages were compiled by Mahvash more than three years after they occurred, and edited and translated with her approval almost a decade later. Real first names are used when permission has been granted or individuals are already in the public domain, and pseudonyms are given to officials associated with the regime. Days and months have been identified according to the Persian calendar, with Gregorian equivalents in parentheses.4 Mahvash was able to answer questions about her writing during her brief years of freedom, but once imprisoned again, it was impossible to reach her. Any blame for infelicities or inaccuracies in these pages must therefore be laid at the translators’ doors.

The third and most recent arrest of Mahvash Sabet took place on 31 July 2022, while she was recuperating from Covid-19 with her husband in the north of the country. She had to undergo four more months of solitary confinement, interrogation and physical abuse before being condemned to a second decade-long sentence. But we are dealing with that rare, almost mythic creature in this story: a reliable narrator. Mahvash may be a captive behind prison walls, but the truth she tells defies them. Her memoir was born of harsh injustice, but it bears witness to the endurance of love, the resilience of hope. She refuses to be bound. Her voice is free, her words ring true, and her story opens the doors of the heart.

The translators
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ABDUCTION

‘You’re late,’ spat the judge, with a jerk of his head.

He was a grim-faced, sullen-looking man in his mid-fifties, and had evidently been expecting me for some time. He ordered me curtly to fill out a form. Name. Address. Husband’s name and profession. Number of children. Specific duties in the Bahá’í community. He already knew that I was a member of the Yárán-i-Iran; he also knew I served as secretary of the group. He glanced at the completed form, cursorily, without saying a word and then turned to leave, indicating with a wave of his hand that I should remain behind.

‘Wait here,’ he barked over his shoulder. ‘You’ll need to answer more questions.’

The door slammed shut.

I waited. Ten minutes. A quarter of an hour. No one came. The place was deserted. The offices had closed at noon and everyone, including the judge, I suppose, had gone home for lunch. There I was, all alone in one of the departmental offices on the second floor of the Revolutionary Court in the city of Mashhad, thinking about a corpse.

I had taken a flight from Tehran early that morning because of this corpse. Originally from Bushehr on the Gulf, the dead man had recently been buried in the Bahá’í cemetery of Mashhad. Soon after, the Intelligence Bureau of Mashhad had launched a lawsuit against the Yárán-i-Iran, claiming the dead man should have been buried in the Muslim cemetery. He had recanted his faith as a Bahá’í and returned to Islam years ago, according to the Bureau, and the Bahá’ís had no right to bury him with all of their other ‘apostates’. The Yárán had investigated the matter and ascertained that even though this person had withdrawn from Bahá’í activities at the start of the Islamic Revolution, he had never formally resigned and never actually removed his name from the community list. Nor had he ever, as was customary, publicly announced in the press that he no longer wished to be considered a Bahá’í. Instead, he had quietly continued to be in touch with the Bahá’í community all these years and even attended gatherings from time to time. Finally, during his last illness, he had sent us a letter, signed also by his wife and children, requesting burial in the Bahá’í cemetery of Mashhad. And so his wishes had been respected, and he was laid to rest as a Bahá’í.

This, however, was unacceptable to the radicals who controlled the government in this province. Denunciation had been evaded while he was still living, but punishment was unavoidable now that he was dead. The form I had just filled out for the judge demanded to know, yet again, why permission had been granted to bury a Muslim according to Bahá’í rites, why he had been laid to rest in soil polluted by apostasy. Our formal response to the lawsuit, which already provided all the careful research of the case, was apparently not enough for this Intelligence Bureau. I had been obliged to travel to Mashhad in order to justify our actions to the judge in person, all over again.

If truth be told, I did not know the dead man. We had never actually met. But after repeatedly explaining, over and over, who he was when alive and why and where he had been buried after his death, I was becoming intimately acquainted with the poor soul. I was even beginning to feel slightly concerned that all this red tape prevented him from resting in peace. Unfortunately there was no space for humour on the form I had just filled out, not even of the darkest kind, or I might have been tempted to add that if the family had changed their minds, they were more than welcome to dig up the body and bury it elsewhere. We would not have minded, and I’m sure the corpse would not have cared either.

Would you?

My query was respectful, but naturally, there was no response. I glanced at my watch again and sighed. Half an hour had passed. How long was I supposed to wait? I couldn’t call anyone because the security people had taken away my phone at the entrance. I couldn’t contact the kind friend who had picked me up at the airport or the one who was waiting outside to take me back there, his eyes no doubt awash with concern. I was stuck in this room, wrapped in a black chador borrowed from a neighbour, talking to a corpse in my head.

I sighed again.

Well, neither of us can do much about it, can we?

The stagnant air shifted around me, almost as if the dead man, in his unquiet grave, were sighing too. So I counselled myself to learn patience from him.

Finally, after an endless interval, two men entered the office. Fear sliced through my heart at the sight of them. They had rough, three-day beards and hostile faces. Their shirts hung loosely over their crumpled trousers, and they looked for all the world like thugs from some low-budget mafia movie. Who were they? No word of introduction. They stood some distance away from me, their eyes fixed on the floor. As if to avoid the contamination of my gaze. As if to illustrate the world of difference between us.

Then one of them spoke brusquely. ‘Come along now!’

‘Where?’ I asked. ‘Where are we going?’

The other echoed the judge’s last words, with an unpleasant grin. ‘More questions.’

I rose, trying to keep a brave face, heart pounding. They did not spare me another glance as I followed them into the car park. I was ordered to sit in the back of a waiting car and, after a few moments, the man beside the driver shoved a thick blindfold at me.

‘Tie it tight,’ he ordered, without turning around, ‘and press your forehead against the back of the front seat.’

‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘Where are you taking me?’

‘We already told you. You have a few more questions to answer.’

The car swung round, turned right, left, continued swinging round corners randomly for what seemed like an age, and finally stopped with a screech of brakes. The man beside the driver then told me to get out. I had no idea where I was. The blindfold was so thick and wide that I couldn’t see a thing beneath it and I stumbled as I tried to find my feet on the pavement. Then the voice of another man rasped out orders.

‘Watch it! There’s a step! Be careful. Come here!’

He was walking just ahead of me, pulling at the corner of my chador to guide me, but I could not even see the backs of his heels, despite looking vertically down under the blindfold. I was lurching after an unseen man into the unknown.

A moment or two later, we seemed to have entered a building, because a suffocating silence surrounded me. No sight, no sound, but all my senses started to tingle. I walked round a corner, and a lingering scent of attar of roses or rosewater wafted towards me. Another corner, and the air felt warm, sour and close. From time to time, a fleeting current of air suggested someone walking swiftly past. I even thought I felt eyes on me, the silent weight of a gaze. Maybe the sense of being stared at made me straighten my back and hold my head high. Somehow I managed to avoid tripping.

After changing direction several more times, and walking a considerable distance, we turned a final corner and came to an abrupt halt. Peering down with vertical vision, I guessed we were in front of a door.

‘Go in,’ my guide grunted, as he opened it. ‘Give me the blindfold and leave your chador in there.’

Behind the door was a narrow corridor with a hook on the wall. I turned to give the blindfold back to my guide and glimpsed him, just as he was closing the door. He was an old man. Who was he? Why had he brought me here? And where was I?

Half-blinded after the long, black walk, I looked about me. An empty grey cell?

Then the door burst open again, and I swung round to find a woman standing behind me. She had entered without warning, without knocking. Had she been following me all this time or just waiting outside this room? Her pale face chilled me to the bone. She was dressed like a bat, covered in black from head to foot in a full-length veil, with only her two hands visible and the severe circle of her face. She beckoned me forward, avoiding my eyes, and indicated, with an impatient gesture, that I should raise my arms above my head. Without warning and in total silence, she performed a full body search on me, probing every nook and cranny with two invasive fingers. When it was over, she removed my watch, snatched my handbag, and left the room without uttering a word, taking my breath along with her.

* * *

I stared around me, half-stunned. The cell was about ten metres square, with a basin and a shower stall in one corner and a pile of blankets in another. But I had hardly registered more than the dullness of the walls before there was a knock at the door again, and a shout.

‘Get yourself ready!’ The old man had come back.

That’s when I noticed that the black chador I had borrowed from a neighbour was no longer hanging on the hook. Had the woman taken it away with her? In its place was a navy-blue chador speckled with tiny flowers, which stank. I put it on, overwhelmed with revulsion, and followed the old man down the corridor again, blindfolded and filled with mounting dread. Once more the long passages, once more the twists and turns through this labyrinth, until he brought me into – where?

The space seemed to widen into a room as I walked in.

A chair was pushed at me: I backed into it blindly. A piece of paper was lying on the armrest of the chair: I rolled up the lower edge of the blindfold an inch to see it. A logo was stamped at the top of the page: the Intelligence Ministry of Mashhad. Was I in the detention centre of the Khorasan Razavi Intelligence Bureau?5 There was no knowing. I was handed a pen and a list of written questions. Not a word, not a single gesture, apart from sheet after sheet of paper placed on my armrest in rapid succession – all with the same questions on the same subject as before: the dead man.

I completed the last answer on the final form and was startled by a voice behind me.

‘Take her away!’

What an icy tone. What an iron hard voice. It was not the old man. And it was certainly not the corpse in my head. Someone else had been in the room with me all this time, watching me write, handing me the pen, giving me the forms to fill.

The interrogator!

I stood up with a shudder and blundered after whoever was pulling me by the chador. Back we went, through the winding corridors to the same grey cell, and when I finally took the blindfold off and the door closed, I wasn’t sure my eyes were actually seeing anything. I had been in the dark for hours. I was tired and longed for a shower. But even as I began washing my hands and face in the sink, I heard another sharp rap behind me.

‘Get ready!’

It was the old man again and this time he flung the door wide open as he called for me. I was taken aback; it was just as well I hadn’t had time to undress! And that’s when I noticed for the first time there was no doorknob on the door.

How strange – a door that can only be opened from the outside?

‘This way!’ he ordered, as I put on the blindfold and stumbled into double-darkness again. ‘That way!’ The cold air pricked my skin. ‘Mind the step!’ A sharp smell of petrol. A car was waiting by the curbside, the engine throbbing. ‘Watch your head!’ I bent slightly as a door squeaked open and barely managed to be seated before it slammed shut behind me.

‘Lean forward and place your forehead against the front seat.’

Someone else was giving the orders this time. A different thug. Another male voice, throwing words at me like bones. I could only hear him, not see him, but I sensed the violence. Same words, different man. After a drive of about twenty minutes, he spoke again.

‘Take off your blindfold and put it under the seat.’

I blinked in the darkness and saw that we were parked at the back entrance of the Revolutionary Court, where I had been dropped off earlier that afternoon. With sight restored, it was easier to walk fast. I hurried through the front lobby, as instructed, and just as I reached the top of the stairs, my eyes fell on a worn old clock face on the wall.

Ten p.m. Eight whole hours had passed since my arrival in Mashhad!

Another judge was in the office I entered, seated behind a large desk. He was not the sour-faced man I had encountered earlier, but was younger, perhaps about forty, short, stocky and trimly dressed. Two other men were sitting side by side some distance away from him. I guessed from their tell-tale three-day beards and resolutely scruffy appearances that, like the previous gentlemen I had met, they too were agents of the Intelligence Bureau.

The judge called me forward and asked me again to verify my name, then placed a typed document before me. I read it, standing in front of him. An indictment. The charges were as stated: the unauthorised burial of a Muslim in the Bahá’í cemetery of Mashhad. I was guilty of a corpse being interred in the wrong bit of earth. As ‘evidence’ of this heinous crime, he handed me the letter from the Yárán granting admission to bury the dead man in our cemetery. It bore the signature of my aide, who assisted me with such routine matters.

‘Is this your signature?’ he demanded.

I told him it was written at my request and signed on my behalf.

‘If you have a defence,’ he said, ‘you’d better write it now.’

Once again I took up the pen and scribbled as fast and as fully as six paragraphs and a margin would allow, repeating that the matter had been thoroughly investigated, that the dead man had never formally renounced his faith, that he had stayed in touch with our community, and that the burial had been arranged at his personal request, and with the written approval of his family. I signed my name at the bottom of the page, with a mental nod at the corpse.

Let’s hope this will allow you to be left alone at last.

The judge skimmed the page perfunctorily and responded with measured sarcasm.

‘Your reasons seem very convincing,’ he drawled, with barely a glance in my direction. Then after a moment, he said, ‘I rule 10 million tumans as bail. Can you pay that?’

‘Yes, certainly,’ I replied, feeling a dizzying surge of relief. ‘Of course, yes indeed, the money can be sent at once, wherever you wish, with a single phone call, yes!’

Thank God! I thought. The worst is over. Bail. Ten million isn’t that much. Some bail bonds amounted to three or four billion tumans (roughly $100,000). My arguments must have convinced this judge that the offence was not so severe. Perhaps I could go home now?

He scrawled on the page and then said dismissively, ‘Call to arrange for bail.’

‘Thank you, sir,’ I babbled, my words tumbling over each other. ‘Thank you very much indeed, sir.’ I was so dazed with gratitude that I barely noticed the two agents had risen to their feet and were shambling over to stand on each side of me.

‘Come along then,’ said one.

‘Let’s go!’ growled the other.

I was taken aback. But what about phoning for bail? I wanted to leave this place, but not with these men. I turned to the judge anxiously, earnestly. ‘Please allow me to phone first, sir,’ I urged. ‘Please let me arrange for the money transfer directly from here.’

But he brushed off the request, as if I was just a fussy, melodramatic woman.

‘What’s your problem?’ he said, with cool disdain. ‘These gentlemen have mobile phones, you know. You can call from anywhere.’

I started to panic. If the phone call was not made then and there in front of this judge, or if the judge himself did not explicitly instruct these grim-looking men to phone on my behalf, I had no guarantee of anything. My case could be delayed interminably.

‘Please, sir, please won’t you order these gentlemen to make the call right now please, about the bail?’ I insisted incoherently. It was more of a spill than a speech. I had become the very archetype of the hysteric the judge had dismissed me for being.

He disregarded me completely, swung round on his swivel chair and busied himself with paperwork. The two men shrugged and left the room. I could see them waiting outside the door and grew desperate. I appealed to the judge’s humanity, still assuming that he could, would and surely should protect the innocent, still believing that he might, must, at least try to administer justice. But it was no use. He continued to ignore me, and after a few minutes, it was clear that he had no intention of doing otherwise. His papers were far more important and there was no alternative for me but to turn from his well-tailored back in dismay.

As soon as I stepped through the door, the two agents frog-marched me straight to the car. It was late. It was dark. The whole city seemed as suffocated as I was, in the back seat. But when the driver finally came to a halt and I removed the blindfolded, I could not believe my eyes. We were parked in front of Vakilabad – the public prison of Mashhad!

The agent next to the driver leapt to his feet and opened the back door of the car.

‘Get out!’ he hissed.
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QARANTINEH

It was midnight when we entered the main lobby of the prison. The agent took a gun out of his breast pocket and handed it to the policeman on duty, and I took refuge on a black metal chair some distance away and watched. He walked up to the front desk and greeted the security guards with familiarity; they seemed to know him well. He pulled a folded document out of another pocket and one of the guards read it, ogling at me from time to time. I shrank inside the smelly chador and crossed my legs to defy his vulgar stare. After a brief exchange, the agent signed a ledger, retrieved his gun, and swaggered back into the night.

I was starting to feel tired, but the security guard was already calling me over and the business had to begin all over again. Personal details. Name. Address. Place of birth. And now, indictment. So the corpse also had to be registered this time, in another ledger, over my signature. After that, a soldier took me to the fingerprinting room and from there to the photo studio, where they gave me a card, with a number to hold against my chest with inky fingers. Only when the flash of the camera went off, for my full-face mug shot, did the horror of the situation finally hit me. I was a convict now? Officially registered in a public prison?

Back in the main lobby, a couple of young men were awaiting their turn at the front desk, each handcuffed to a soldier, so the guard ordered me into a separate room, set aside for women in custody. Two young girls were already seated on the floor, leaning against the wall. They were wearing layers of heavy make-up and ignored me completely, engrossed in whispers. When a female guard summoned me out, I was almost relieved to leave them.

She ushered me through the main lobby and conducted me across a vast, dimly lit courtyard towards the women’s section of the prison. The darkness was oppressive out there, the shadows of the buildings forbidding, the female guard taciturn. Once indoors, however, another official entertained me pleasantly enough, for almost an hour, by registering all the same details about me into yet another ledger at a painstakingly slow pace. By the time everything had been noted about the corpse too – where he had lived, where he died, why he had been buried in a Bahá’í cemetery – I heartily wished the dead man could provide the answers for himself. But he didn’t have that option. I imagined his embarrassed apologies.

Never you mind. What’s a little repetition between friends?

After my fingers were blackened one more time, another female guard in an equally black chador was summoned to take me to the qarantineh section, where I was told I would await bail.6 I was greatly taken aback and said that I had already offered to pay bail with a single phone call. But my protestations were dismissed. In chilly silence, two more female guards, in government uniforms – jackets, trousers, navy-blue scarves – conducted the registration process, yet again. But the body-search was done by a couple of prisoners, who seemed more friendly and asked many questions, though I wished they would have kept their inquisitive fingers to themselves. By the time one of the female guards finally marched me to the stairs of the qarantineh section, I was exhausted and could not help reproaching the corpse, as we began to climb, step after step.

It’s your fault I’m here, you know.

The weight of his embarrassment dragged at my heels. The guard told me to hurry.

But don’t worry; no one will notice you in the wee hours of the night.

A second guard was waiting for us at the top of the stairs, in front of an iron door. The two of them exchanged a few hurried words and rattled their keys officiously.

They might even allow a dead man into the women’s ward.

But after opening the door, they thrust me through, alone.

* * *

I found myself in a small antechamber with two tiny windows just below the ceiling and a row of rusty, triple bunk beds against the wall. They were all occupied, and someone in a lower bunk was just waking up as I stumbled in. I guessed she was the warden in charge, for she acknowledged the guards at the door with a sleepy wave, and beckoned me in.

As soon as the iron door clanged shut behind me, I was assaulted. A hysterical woman from a bunk bed in the far corner rushed at me, gabbling frantically.

‘What do you think? What should I do? Can you help me?’

Then a woman in one of the top bunks began yelling, ‘I’m dying, give me something, I swear by Abu’l-Fadl, I’m dying! Don’t you have anything for me?’

The warden was not the least bit fazed by this cacophony. She pointed, with half-closed eyes, towards an open doorway at the far end of the room, indicating that I should go through. I walked forwards a few steps, hesitated and turned back again. The warden flapped her hand at me, implying that I should keep going, further on.

‘Into the hall,’ she finally muttered, then rolled over, turning her back on me.

Beyond the open doorway, I could see a long, rectangular vestibule lined on each side with ten or twelve sets of the same rusted iron, triple-bunk beds, placed end to end. Dozens of women were lying on the floor so the space between the beds was crammed with bodies. Faint wails and moans rose and fell all around. The ceiling was relatively high in this long hall, but there was no ventilation; the air was stale, smelled fetid and stank of faeces. I was reluctant to go in and stood transfixed in the doorway.

All of a sudden, a woman in one of the top bunks leaned over abruptly and vomited onto the blankets of the sleepers below. Someone objected loudly and two more women half-raised their heads to see what was going on. Another ran to the far end of the hall and could be heard throwing up there. The rest simply covered their heads beneath their blankets and continued sleeping, as the groans continued, like a dreadful dirge.

Nausea overwhelmed me. I was paralysed. At that moment, another woman noticed me from a top bunk. She seemed as shocked to see me as I was to be there.

‘Who the hell are you?’ she called.

Her voice was strident and a few more heads turned towards me. For several minutes I was the object of dull scrutiny, but nothing more was said, and everyone soon looked away. It was unnerving. Since I had no idea what to do, I returned to the antechamber and went back to the warden’s bed. She shifted position, saw me hovering, and gave me a hooded glare.

‘What is it?’ she slurred.

‘Where,’ I asked, timidly, ‘am I supposed to sleep?’

‘Find any corner,’ she mumbled, shifting away again, ‘and shut your eyes.’

‘A blanket, perhaps?’ I hazarded, after some hesitation.

‘None left,’ she muttered drowsily. ‘Share.’

As she turned her back on me, a woman with a large birthmark on her face slid off another bunk and reeled past us. She stopped briefly in her tracks at the hall doorway, before staggering on over the prone bodies, whimpering weakly as she made her way towards the far end. Her helpless noises summed up the futility of further enquiry. The warden was already asleep by the time I stepped back into the hall.

‘Salaam,’ I announced to no one in particular.

No response. No empty beds. No space even on the floor. After a few moments, a large woman, lying beside the door, noticed me standing there and rolled her flabby body slowly over towards me. The poor creature lay humped under a soiled army blanket, helplessly obese; her cheeks were pale and puffy, her face lifeless. But what eyes she fixed on me! Her gaze seemed to rise from the depths of a fathomless need, as though she was searching for a sign, a hint, a hope of something in my very presence.

I slid slowly down beside her, blocking half the doorway, because there was literally nowhere else to be. And since she seemed not to care and soon withdrew her famished gaze, I slipped my freezing feet ever so carefully under her blanket. I only dared use a corner of it, but oh! what a relief it was to feel her blessed body heat. Then, just as the comforting warmth started to penetrate, just as my taut muscles began to relax, she rolled slowly and heavily over in the opposite direction, pulling the blanket away from me.

After that, there was no alternative. I just shut my eyes and shook in my shoes, and counselled myself to wait for dawn.

Surely you can cope for one night, and you’ll be back home tomorrow.

It was then I remembered my husband’s words that morning. When I told him I would be back in the evening, he had looked into my eyes for an unusually long time.

‘How can you be so certain? What if you don’t come back?’ he had said.

‘Of course I will,’ I instantly retorted. ‘I’ve paid for a return ticket, remember? I haven’t even said goodbye to Negár and Fúrúd because I’ll be home tonight.’

He smiled and deployed that generous catch-all phrase that covers all eventualities and allows for the slippage and uncertainty that so often attends human affairs.

‘Enshallah,’ he had murmured. ‘Take care. Call me if you need anything.’

By now, news of my detention must have reached him and the rest of the family. Was our home going to be appropriated now that I was in prison, and if so, how were my precious husband and children coping with the situation? The worried faces of my daughter and son rose before my eyes; Negár and Fúrúd were young adults, and no longer children, but this abduction would stir dreadful memories of my previous arrest. I imagined the anguish of my father, my sister, my brother who would suffer on my account; would they be at risk now, too, because of me? But I was most concerned about my husband. Despite his Muslim background, Siyávash had not been much interested in religion when we first married. But as a Bahá’í, he was now a target for extremists. Was he under pressure? When I was leaving him that morning, I had lingered some minutes before getting into the car, just to watch his dear figure disappear down the ‘alley of our eternal friendship.’7 Síyávash was my soul mate.

His vulnerability led me to ponder the deteriorating conditions of our times. Violence had become endemic in our country. The rule of law seemed non-existent, corruption widespread. It was as if we had returned to the Qajar era, when punishment was harsh and arbitrary, inflicted at whim and utterly disproportionate to any crime. The basic values of civil society seemed utterly eroded, and no one’s rights could be protected these days. Of course in theory, we all had the same constitutional rights, even the Bahá’ís, but in the present climate no one could guarantee these would be honoured. It was as if all Iranians shared the plight of the Bahá’ís now – at least to a limited degree.

As I sat, feeling wretched and worrying about Síyávash, I remembered the early years of the Islamic Revolution, when Bahá’í administrative bodies were officially disbanded by the government, in 1362 (1983). After they had first kidnapped and then killed the members of our elected institutions, we had to find ways to take care of the community’s internal needs. And for twenty-three years, the Yárán had been able to do this; they had managed, with great difficulty but with wisdom, to maintain relations with government officials on behalf of the Bahá’í community. In a spirit of transparency, they had even shared communications with them from the administrative centre of the Bahá’í Faith, as proof of our non-political aims. But the situation had recently deteriorated. When the extremists came into power in 1385 (2006),8 they shifted the emphasis of their repression from apostasy to political espionage, arresting us not only as heretics but as foreign agents, and accusing us of being spies for hostile governments, Israel in particular. Although the Universal House of Justice respects all governments, including that of Israel, and calls upon Bahá’ís everywhere to do likewise and to obey the rule of law in their countries, its authority is purely spiritual and unrelated to either the foreign policies or the internal party politics of any nation. Nevertheless, this issue was now being used to hunt us down.

I remembered when the Yárán-i-Iran introduced themselves to Mr Aslání, our liaison with the regime. I remembered, with a shiver, his enigmatic response to the news of our appointment for that year.

‘Well, congratulations to you all,’ he had said, with an ironic smile. ‘Now that you’ve stepped into the ring, you’d better be ready for a fight. If not, you’ll be beaten down.’

A few months later, his mobile number was blocked and our sole means of communication with the government was lost; after that, no one gave us any information, no one offered us advocacy. From that day on, the Bahá’ís had no recourse to justice through the law and were automatically disqualified from legal permits and civic rights. And although other religious minorities were under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior, we were placed under the purview of the Ministry of Intelligence. These were the gentlemen who had detained me in Mashhad, a stronghold of extremism in the north. These were the ones who could order the arrest of my beloved husband at any time.

* * *

Suddenly, a woman screamed for a painkiller, and I lost my train of thought. Why was everyone so profoundly wretched in this place? The pain around me was devastating. Some of the women seemed dead to the world; others twisted and turned in agony, thumping their fists against the wall. A few kept begging for painkillers, though no one paid attention. Several spent the whole night running back and forth to the far end of the hall, where I realised there must be a toilet. Almost all looked desperately ill: pale, frail, forlorn women; helpless, hopeless, captive women; old and young, skinny and fat, with dark rings around their eyes and tattered clothes. Their hair was brittle and scruffy or simply falling out; some had shaved heads, covered in open sores. Their faces seemed abnormal too, partially bruised, blotched black and blue. And why were birthmarks so common among them?

It was like landing on another planet, encountering another species. But where in outer space were we? Lucky Little Prince to have landed where he did and found the love of a rose. And I began to ponder about parallel worlds, worlds that never meet, worlds forever divided as they roll towards infinity. The worlds of the haves and have nots, of the privileged and deprived. What immensities lie between us. What abysses. Who in the world of the affluent or comfortable in Tehran knew what was happening in this miserable world of the forgotten and forlorn in Mashhad? Had a thought about them ever crossed my mind?

Sleep fled from me that night. But it had nothing to do with being deprived of a bed. I had not been sleeping well since the Yárán started being harassed about the burial of the dead man. As secretary, it had been my responsibility to answer the Mashhad Bureau of Intelligence, and for days and nights my mind had been preoccupied with how to defend our position. In addition, I had to wake up before dawn because I was… yes! Fasting.

Fasting in Vakilabad Prison?

I had completely forgotten about it. No wonder I was so hungry. The thought almost made me laugh out loud. How was it possible to forget the Bahá’í Fast?9 For Bahá’ís, the spring equinox symbolises a spiritual awakening and during the period leading up to Naw-Rúz (New Year), we rise to breakfast at dawn and refrain from food and drink until sunset. I had not eaten for twenty-four hours.

By now it was morning. Women were beginning to move back and forth between the hall and the antechamber. I tried to shut them out, by closing my eyes, by trying to pray. But it was impossible. Voices were being raised, women were grumbling, chattering. I could not concentrate. And then the warden poked her head through the door.

‘Sabet! Wake up. They’re calling for you. Get ready.’

I scrambled to my feet. It was time to brave the fetid bathroom.

* * *

The so-called sanitary area of the qarantineh, which catered to at least a hundred women, contained two toilets and two showers. The place was lit by one dim lamp, but total darkness would have been preferable. The filth was appalling and the stench even worse. Piles of excrement and heaps of used menstruation pads reeking with stale blood lay all over the floor; balls of hair were scattered everywhere, seething and quivering in the faint light. The floor was slippery underfoot and the air so foul that I could hardly breathe.

I splashed my face with cold water over the muck of the washbasin. Even the tap water stank. I dried myself with my scarf to have the illusion of being clean, but there was no trace of perfume left in the cloth. Finally, after smoothing my hair and straightening my clothes as best as I could, I was ready.

The young female guard who had come to escort me could only repeat herself. ‘Downstairs, go downstairs. Hurry, hurry, go down.’

‘Where to?’ I asked.

‘Maximum security!’ she replied. ‘Criminal investigation. Hurry!’

My heart sank. Why was I being taken to the section of the prison reserved for murderers and felons? What crime had I committed? Hadn’t I already been granted bail? But the female guard, who had the misfortune of being cross-eyed as well as repetitive, offered me no straight answers; she merely pulled her black chador over her head and mindlessly reiterated the same words, over and over again.

‘Hurry! Hurry down! Go downstairs!’
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THE DETENTION CENTRE

We ran down the stairs I had toiled up the previous night and walked along the same corridor to the entrance of the women’s ward. Although I could see where I was going now, I stumbled behind the young woman in a haze of horrid body odour, wishing the chador did not smell so bad. It was a reminder, as if I needed it, of the corpse again.

I’ve fallen into your grave. Will I ever get out?

At the registration desk of the women’s ward, a new escort was waiting for me, a middle-aged man whom I had not met before but instantly recognised, from his grim bearing and slovenly appearance, as one more agent of the Mashhad Intelligence Bureau. I did not acknowledge him but stood to one side until he finally came towards me, avoiding my gaze and gesturing to the door leading to the courtyard, as if to an animal.

‘Get going,’ he said rudely, and then walked two paces ahead of me across the courtyard, towards the main prison building on the other side.

Whatever happens, you must find a telephone as soon as possible and bail yourself out of this place. You can’t stay trapped in here any longer.

‘Where are you taking me?’ I asked.

‘Same place as yesterday.’

‘So – not maximum security?’

‘No.’

Was it wilful ignorance or calculation on the part of the cross-eyed girl to give me the wrong information? Or was she just as confused as they hoped to make me? We reached the main lobby of the prison, and the agent retrieved his gun from the policeman on duty at the front desk, placing it inside his jacket pocket, just like the man who had brought me here the night before. My heart skipped a beat.

All these men have guns.

When we passed through the main doors of Vakilabad Prison, the armed agent was rolling a sheet of paper in his hand like a bludgeon. I glanced hurriedly to the right and left, as we stepped out into the open. The entrance way was jam-packed with people.

Is someone there for me, someone to save me, someone I know?

Everyone was looking for someone. None of us was finding anyone. We were all seekers, wandering here and there, anxiously waiting, earnestly watching. For the One.

A Peugeot, light beige in colour, was parked some distance away. The gun-toting agent opened the back door for me and then settled himself next to the driver. The air inside the car was muggy and not exactly fragrant. We drove along for a few minutes before I had to go through the same blindfold routine. ‘Wear this. Lean your head forward. Press against the back of the driver’s seat.’ I obeyed, lost sight of the world again, and was driven around for another twenty minutes in muffled silence. When the car finally drew to a halt, the agent opened the back door and instructed me not only where to walk but how. ‘Watch the step. Keep going. Don’t lift your head. Move it.’ And then a few minutes later, a familiar bark.

‘Follow me!’

It was the same old man, my guide from yesterday. Once again, he took hold of a corner of my chador and walked rapidly ahead of me. We stepped around a corner, and again I smelled the faint trace of rosewater in the air, again felt the momentary draught of someone walking by. A few yards on, and then to the right; several paces further and a dank, closed atmosphere on the left. I stumbled after him like a zombie all the way up to the same cell as the day before. And the minute I stepped inside, I remembered the shower stall.

You have to take a shower today, you must.

But there was no time. Before I could begin to consider how to go about it, there was another rap on the door. Already? Once, twice. It was the old man. Again.

‘Ready for interrogation!’ he snapped.

This time, when I stepped into the room, I tilted my head back as far as I dared to see from under the blindfold where I should sit. In the far corner of the room, facing the wall, was a chair with an armrest. I walked towards it carefully, sat down gingerly and pulled my chador forward over my face. Then I straightened my spine, lifted my chin high and tightened my empty stomach as much as I could. Hunger hurt.

The interrogator moved up behind me, speaking quietly, almost respectfully; the metallic chill of his voice was replaced by the insidious silk of a ‘Salaam.’

I salaamed him back, without enthusiasm, on my guard.

‘Did you sleep well last night?’

Instead of replying, I raised the issue of bail.

‘The judge agreed to ten million tumans. I’ve been waiting to phone for the money since last night. Can I call now, please.’ I made it a statement not a question.

‘Who do you want to call?’ he asked, in the same smooth tone.

‘A friend in Mashhad.’

‘Fine. No problem. But first I must ask you a few questions.’

I told him to go ahead and ask his questions. I was eager to finish this stupid business, eager to find a phone, to call Siyávash. To get out of this place. I fidgeted in the chair. The interrogator cleared his throat but did not speak. Silence ensued. I waited some more. More silence. After several minutes had passed without any attempt on the part of my interlocutor to even engage me in conversation, I realised, with a sickening jolt, that he had no intention of finishing this business. These gentlemen of the Intelligence Bureau had abducted me for a reason. I was here for a purpose, in accordance with a preconceived plan. And with that realisation, all their past communications flashed through my mind.

Some time ago, the Intelligence Bureau in Mashhad had informed the Yárán-i-Iran, through the local Bahá’ís, that we had to work under their supervision. After consultation, the Yárán decided that, since we were responsible for the Bahá’ís nationally, we should not be supervised regionally, by a provincial office. We wrote a letter explaining our position and sent it to the Ministry of Intelligence in the capital. Although the letter came back by return post, by dint of patience and repeated visits, we were finally able to hand-deliver it; we even had it stamped and received a precious registration number – a small administrative victory for us, tantamount to an approval of our position. Although we discovered that the letter had been eventually forwarded to the gentlemen of Mashhad, the Ministry stamp and that registration number justified our right to ignore their subsequent demands. Now they were holding me hostage because they probably wanted to force compliance from us.

Having ostentatiously cleared his throat again, the interrogator started pacing behind my chair. He still did not speak but I could hear him huffing and puffing heavily behind me. The hair rose on the back of my neck each time he drew near. It was difficult not to be intimidated by those gusts from his mouth; they conveyed so much revulsion and disgust. And yet, when he spoke again, it was with restraint and the same innocuous questions.

‘Did you sleep well last night?’ he repeated softly.

‘Thank you.’

He continued to pace back and forth behind me, still saying nothing, still inhaling and exhaling like a congested steam engine. So what about his so-called ‘few questions’? Was he ever going to start? Each time he drew near, I dreaded the sensation of his snuffling breath against my skin. It was most unsettling. Then suddenly, when I least expected it, he reached over my shoulder and abruptly placed a piece of paper on my armrest.

I jerked away in surprise. Another questionnaire? I rolled up my blindfold just enough to see the same demands about my personal details and duties I had already replied to the previous evening and so I answered them all over again. Yes, I was the secretary of the Yárán-i-Iran. Yes, I had written the letter of permission for this burial. And yes, the dead man was obliged to meekly acknowledge his part in the affair at the bottom of the page.

How many times will they harangue you, my dear fellow, just to hold me hostage?

Hours passed. At lunchtime, I mentioned that I was fasting. The interrogator did not react in the slightest. The questioning proceeded slowly, and with difficulty, all through the afternoon, because I was attempting, within the limits of the law, to avoid replying to anything that was not directly related to the specific charges against me concerning the allegedly ‘unauthorised burial.’ The corpse became my shield against the interrogator.

But it was soon clear that the burial issue was just an excuse. Although the dead man was being dragged into the cross-examination at every turn, none of it was actually about him. The interrogator kept returning again and again to my role as secretary of the Yárán. In order to avoid self-incrimination as well as confrontation, I sometimes held my tongue and said nothing. At other times I replied as briefly as possible. On a few occasions, I even managed to deflect the question altogether and change the subject. It was a duel of sorts.

No doubt the interrogator was also appraising me, gauging my weaknesses with every thrust and parry. But it was an unequal contest, for while I sat exposed before him in the plain light of day, he remained hidden from my view, and not only because of the blindfold. I was ignorant of the methods of these gentlemen of Mashhad. I had no idea how to protect myself against their subtle techniques and was at the mercy of the doubts they planted in my mind. I felt hopelessly inadequate.

* * *

All through that day until nightfall, I sat in that chair, and due to my ‘lack of cooperation,’ was sent back to the prison after the evening meal had been served, so I remained hungry. But the warden was still awake and on this second occasion, at least, she welcomed me with a friendly smile. Since it wasn’t so late, we spoke together a little. Her name was Parváneh, and she was quite beautiful; I guessed she was in her mid-thirties. She told me about the qarantineh ward and how most of the women here were on remand. She was a prisoner herself and had agreed to work as a warden because it reduced the length of her sentence. She did not mention her responsibilities, but I surmised that her position gave her some privileges.

In the course of our conversation, I noticed a young girl sitting on a box in the middle of the hall while another woman shaved off her tangled, matted hair. Lice, I was told. And then I remembered the seething balls of hair in the barely lit bathroom. I also asked about the unusual number of bruised women. What was the matter with them? Had they all been beaten up? Why were their faces so black and blue? Crack, I was told.

‘Most are addicts,’ Parváneh added, in an offhanded manner. ‘Crack does that to skin. Some are going through withdrawal. Some get methadone.’ And then she explained that the women were kept in qarantineh for ‘as long as it took’ to determine if they had ingested packets of heroin or crack. I did not pursue the matter further.

That evening, I noticed that one of the top bunk beds next to the sanitary area was empty, and Parváneh confirmed that I could use it. By then I was desperate to sleep but how was I supposed to climb up there? I hesitated, watching the other women haul themselves onto the iron bedsteads. In fact, none of the beds had ladders, so this was the only way to do it. The hall was still overcrowded, still filled with moaning and wailing, but a bed was preferable to the icy floor. So I seized the bedframe and heaved myself up like the others.

Once installed on my throne, I discovered there was nothing on the bed springs but a single military blanket instead of a mattress. No cover, and of course no pillow. But what a unique bounty to have a place to sleep! Just sleep, I counselled myself, sleep. If anything, the toilets smelled even worse from this height, but at least I was warm.

I sat on my bed for a while looking at the women below. Two of them were huddled close to each other on a bottom bunk. They had lowered their scarves and were leaning their heads together, sniffing some powder from the palms of their hands. Then one of them glanced up and saw me staring. Our eyes locked briefly before I drew back in fear at the threatening glare she gave, but perhaps she was equally frightened of me.

A few moments later, I noticed an emaciated body on the edge of a bottom bunk opposite. God help us! A young woman, in her thirties perhaps, but what had she done to herself? Skin and bones. A head like a prop for an anatomy class. Eyes set back in deep rings of darkness. Bones starkly prominent above hollow cheeks and thin, black lips stretched around a gaping, toothless mouth. She was rubbing her skeletal legs with skinny hands – the personification of poverty, loneliness and utter abandonment.

Suddenly, I found myself down beside her. I didn’t stop to think, or wonder whether I was imposing, much less consider what I could do for her. I just sat gingerly on the edge of the bed and reached out my hand. She turned and gave me a look of pleading desperation.

‘Are you in pain?’ I whispered.

What a stupid question! She did not reply. How could she? This woman was not ‘in’ anything: she was pain itself, the embodiment of it, the incarnation of it. I was ashamed of even opening my mouth and appalled to be just sitting there, healthy and strong, beside her. I reached out instinctively to caress her shoulder – and had the shock of my life. You could have counted every bone in her body. It was terrifying. The embrace I had been prepared to give her might have harmed the poor soul. She could have literally broken to pieces under my touch.

I don’t know why, but my heart flooded with love for this young woman. All I could do was hold her hand, and as we sat there, side by side in silence, I saw her eyes moving with excruciating slowness, down towards the ground. She was trying to show me something, tell me
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