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Sadness to me is the happiest time,

When a shining city rises from the ruins of my drunken mind.

Those times when I'm silent and still as the earth,

The thunder of my roar is heard across the universe.

—MOWLANA JALALEDDIN RUMI

*

I swear by the declining day, that perdition shall be the lot of

man. Except for those who have faith and do good works and

exhort each other to justice and fortitude.

—THE HOLY KORAN 103:3
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Prologue

IN THE FALL OF 2000, NEARLY A DECADE AFTER I BEGAN my legal practice defending victims of violence in the courts of Iran, I faced the ten most harrowing days of my entire career. The work I typically handled— battered children, women hostage to abusive marriages, political prisoners—brought me into daily contact with human cruelty, but the case at hand involved menace of a different order. The government had recently admitted partial complicity in the premeditated spate of killings in the late nineties that took the lives of dozens of intellectuals. Some were strangled while out running errands, others hacked to death in their homes. I represented the family of two of the victims, and anxiously awaited seeing the files of the judiciary's investigation.

The presiding judge had granted the victims' lawyers only ten days to read the entire dossier. Those brief days would be our only access to the investigation's findings, our only chance to dig up evidence to build our case. The disarray of the investigation, the attempts to cover up the state's hand, and the mysterious prison suicide of a lead suspect compounded 


our difficulty in piecing together an account of what had truly transpired, from the fatwas ordering the killings to their execution. The stakes could not be higher. It was the first time in the history of the Islamic Republic that the state had acknowledged that it had murdered its critics, and the first time a trial would be convened to hold the perpetrators accountable. The government itself had admitted that a rogue squad within the Ministry of Intelligence was responsible for the killings, but the case had not yet gone to trial. When the time finally rolled around, we arrived at the courthouse, tense with determination.

After surveying the sheer physical volume of the files, stacks as tall as our heads, we realized that we would have to read them concurrently and, therefore, except for one of us, out of order. In deference, the other lawyers of the victims' families allowed me to start at the beginning, so each page I hurriedly turned, my eyes were the first to see.

The sun shone through the dirty windowpane, its rays moving across the room too quickly as we hunched shoulder to shoulder over the small table, silent save for the rustle of papers and the occasional thump of my wooden chair's stump leg. The significant passages in the files, the transcripts of the interrogations of the accused killers, were scattered throughout, buried in pages of bureaucratic filler. The material was dark with descriptions of the brutal murders, passages where a killer, with seeming relish, told of crying out "Ya Zahra," in dark homage to the Prophet Mohammed's daughter, with each stab. In the room next door, the defendants' lawyers sat reading other parts of the dossier, and it was impossible not to feel their presence radiating through the wall, these men who were defending those who had murdered in the name of God. Most of them were low-ranking functionaries of the Ministry of Intelligence, henchmen who had executed the death lists at the behest of more senior officials.

At around noon, our energy flagged, and one of the lawyers called to the young soldier in the hall to bring us some tea. The moment 


the tea tray arrived, we bent our heads down again. I had reached a page more detailed, and more narrative, than any previous section, and I slowed down to focus. It was the transcript of a conversation between a government minister and a member of the death squad. When my eyes first fell on the sentence that would haunt me for years to come, I thought I had misread. I blinked once, but it stared back at me from the page: "The next person to be killed is Shirin Ebadi." Me.

My throat went dry. I read the line over and over again, the printed words blurring before me. The only other woman in the room, Parastou Forouhar, whose parents had been the first to be killed, stabbed and viciously mutilated in their Tehran home in the middle of the night, sat next to me. I pressed her arm and nodded toward the page. She bent her veiled head close and scanned from the top. "Did you read it? Did you read it?" she kept whispering. We read on together, read of my would-be assassin going to the minister of intelligence, requesting permission to execute my killing. Not during the fasting month of Ramadan, the minister had replied, but anytime thereafter. But they don't fast anyway, the mercenary had argued; these people have divorced God. It was through this belief— that the intellectuals, that I, had abandoned God—that they justified the killings as religious duty. In the grisly terminology of those who interpret Islam violently, our blood was considered halal, its spilling permitted by God.

At that moment, the door creaked open. More tea, flavorless cups that cluttered the table but kept us alert. I distracted myself by rearranging the papers in front of me, my mind reeling from what I had read. I wasn't scared, really, nor was I angry. I remember mostly an overwhelming feeling of disbelief. Why do they hate me so much? I wondered. What have I done to elicit hate of this order? How have I created such enemies, so eager to spill my blood that they cannot wait for Ramadan to end?

We didn't stop to talk about it then; there was no time for gasps, 


or sympathetic murmurings of "How awful that you were next on the list." We couldn't waste any of our limited, precious time with the files. I sipped my tea and went on, though my fingers felt paralyzed and I turned the pages with difficulty. At around two o'clock we finished, and it was only then that I told the other lawyers, as we passed through the courtyard outside. They shook their heads, murmured, Alhamdolellah, thanks to God; unlike the victims whose families we were defending, I had evaded death.

I stepped into the welcoming cacophony of Tehran traffic, the wide streets and low-slung buildings overrun that time of day by wheezing old cars. I took a taxi home, lulled by the vibration of the dusty Paykan beneath me until we reached my house. I ran inside, peeled off my clothes, and stayed under the shower for an hour, letting the cool water cascade over me, rinsing off the filth of those files, lodged in my mind, under my fingernails. Only after dinner, after my daughters went to bed, did I tell my husband. So, something interesting happened to me at work today, I began.
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CHAPTER ONE

A Tehran Girlhood

MY INDULGENT GRANDMOTHER, WHO NEVER SPOKE TO us children in anything but honeyed tones of endearment, snapped at us for the first time on August 19, 1953. We were playing in the corner of the shadowed, lantern-lit living room when she turned on us with a stern expression and scolded us quiet. It was the year before I started grade school, and my family was spending the summer at my father's spacious country home on the outskirts of Hamedan, a province in central western Iran where both of my parents were raised. My grandmother also owned property nearby, and the grandchildren gathered there each summer, playing hide-and-seek in the fruit orchards and returning by sunset to gather around the radio with the adults. I vividly recall that evening: we returned home with sticky fingers and berry-stained clothes to find the adults in a terrible mood, for once unmoved by our disarray. They sat huddled around the radio, closer than usual, with rapt expressions, the copper bowls of dates and pistachios before them untouched. A trembling voice announced on the battery-operated radio that after four days of turmoil in Tehran, Prime Minister Mohammad


Mossadegh had been toppled in a coup d'état. To us children, this news meant nothing. We giggled at the downcast eyes and somber faces of the adults and scampered away from the still, funereal living room.

The supporters of the shah who seized the national radio network announced that with the fall of Mossadegh the Iranian people had triumphed. Few outside those paid to participate in the coup d'état actually shared this sentiment. For secular and religious Iranians, working class and wealthy alike, Mossadegh was far more than a popular statesman. To them, he was a beloved nationalist hero, a figure worthy of their zealous veneration, a leader fit to guide their great civilization, with its more than twenty-five hundred years of recorded history. Two years prior, in 1951, the prime minister had nationalized Iran's oil industry, until then effectively controlled by Western oil consortiums, which extracted and exported vast stores of Iranian oil under agreements that allotted Iran only a slim share of the profits. This bold move, which upset the West's calculations in the oil-rich Middle East, earned Mossadegh the eternal adoration of Iranians, who viewed him as the father figure of Iranian independence, much as Mahatma Gandhi was revered in India for freeing his nation from the British Empire. Democratically elected to power by overwhelming consensus in 1951, Mossadegh extended his popularity beyond the appeal of his nationalism. His open demands for freedom of the press, his penchant for conducting diplomacy from his bed, his Swiss education, and his Iranian savvy combined to enchant people, who saw in him a brilliant, cunning leader who embodied not just their aspirations but their intricate conception of self—like them, he was composed of seeming contradictions, aristocratic roots and populist ambitions, secular sensibilities that never precluded alliances with powerful clerics.

The Iranian constitution of 1906, which established the modern constitutional monarchy, vested only symbolic power in the hands of the monarchy. Under the reign of Reza Shah, from 1926 to 1941, a wise dictator and nation builder who assumed total authority with a


measure of popular support, the monarchy ran the country. But in 1941, after British and Russian forces occupied Iran during World War II, Reza Shah was forced to abdicate the throne in favor of his son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The young shah presided over a period of relative political openness marked by a freer press, and the balance of power shifted back toward elected government, with the parliament and its appointed prime minister taking control of the country's affairs as the constitution had intended. During Prime Minister Mossadegh's brief era, the shah exerted nominal influence, and until the coup d'état of 1953, it could be said that the Iranian people were effectively governed by their elected representatives.

In 1951, next to the prime minister, the unloved thirty-two-year-old shah, heir to a newly minted, unpopular dynasty conceived of by a Persian Cossack army officer, appeared a green inferiority of little promise. The shah observed Mossadegh's rise with anxiety. In the expansive popular support for the prime minister, he confronted his own vulnerability as an unpopular monarch backed only by his generals, the United States, and Britain. The two Western powers were incensed by Mossadegh's nationalization of Iranian oil, but they bided their time before launching a response. In 1953, they concluded that circumstances were auspicious for his overthrow. Kermit Roosevelt, a grandson of Teddy Roosevelt, arrived in Tehran to reassure the skittish shah and direct the coup d'état. With nearly a million dollars at his disposal, he paid crowds in poor south Tehran to march in protest and bribed newspaper editors to run spurious headlines of swelling anti-Mossadegh discontent. In a neat four days, the ailing, adored prime minister was hiding in a cellar and the venal young shah was restored to power, famously thanking Kermit Roosevelt: "I owe my throne to God, my people, my army, and to you." It was a profoundly humiliating moment for Iranians, who watched the United States intervene in their politics as if their country were some annexed backwater, its leader to be installed or deposed at the whim of an American president and his CIA advisers.

  The shah ordered a military trial for Mossadegh, and newspapers 
    ran front-page photos of the fallen prime minister entering the crowded courtroom, 
    his gaunt frame and aquiline features more striking than ever. The judge handed 
    down a death sentence but said he would reduce it to three years in prison, 
    in tribute to the shah's superior mercy. For those three years, Mossadegh 
    languished in a central Tehran prison; afterward, he retired to his village 
    of Ahmadabad, to spend his retirement responding to 
    letters from his devastated and still loyal supporters. In later years, his 
    replies, penned in his subtle, lucid handwriting, appeared framed in the offices 
    of Iran's leading opposition figures, those who would a quarter century later 
    thrust the shah from power in the 1979 revolution.

  

Twelve years before the coup that interrupted both Iranian history and their lives, my parents met and married in the fashion typical for Iranians of their generation: through the traditional courtship ritual known as khastegari. On a bright spring afternoon in 1945, with the cool mountain breeze blowing across the ancient city of Hamedan, my father presented himself at my mother's family home to ask for her hand in marriage. They were distant relatives, and had met several months earlier at the home of a second cousin. The family received him in the formal sitting room reserved for company, and my mother served tea and shirini (the word means "sweets," and shares an origin with my name), peeking at my father's handsome profile while carefully pouring the cardamom-laced tea in the graceful manner long practiced for precisely this occasion. He fell deeply in love with her from the start, and to this day I have yet to see a man adore a woman more devotedly than he did my mother. Throughout their long lives, he addressed her reverentially as Minu khanum, adding the formal Persian word for "lady" after her name, as though he feared familiarity would diminish his regard. She called him Mohammad-Ali Khan.

When my mother was growing up, she dreamed of attending medical school and becoming a doctor. But before the day of the


khastegari, the family roundly dismissed this possibility, on grounds that my mother scarcely had control over. As she entered adolescence, it escaped no one's notice that she was becoming a rather spectacular beauty. Had she been born a generation earlier, when it was unheard of for women to attend college, her luminous, fair skin and slender figure might have conferred some advantage in the only realm in which she could compete, the marriage bazaar. But for a young woman born in the late 1920s, a time when patriarchy was slowly loosening its grip on Iranian society and a few women were being admitted into universities, her good looks were a liability to any ambition greater than marriage.

She did not wear the veil, for her family was not so traditional as to insist that its girls cover their hair. But she did witness the banning of the hejab, as part of the modernization campaign launched by Reza Shah, who crowned himself king of Iran in 1926. Turning an expansive country of villages and peasants overnight into a centralized
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My mother.



nation with railroads and a legal code was a complex task. Reza Shah believed it would be impossible without the participation of the country's women, and he set about emancipating them by banning the veil, the symbol of tradition's yoke. Reza Shah was the first, but not the last, Iranian ruler to act out a political agenda—secular modernization, shrinking the clergy's influence—on the frontier of women's bodies.

  Circumstance and era conspired to keep my mother from a university 
    education, but at least she ended up marrying a man as unpatriarchial as could 
    be imagined, for his time. My father was serene by temperament, controlled 
    his anger without fail, and could never be provoked 
    into raising his voice. When upset or irritated, he paced the house with his 
    hands behind him or methodically rolled a cigar, extracting tobacco from a 
    silver case carefully, using the time to still his mind and raising his head 
    only when he was fully composed.
  He was born into a wealthy family, to 
    a landowning father who served as a colonel in the military, in the late days 
    of the Qajar dynasty, the monarchy that preceded Reza 
    Shah's. My grandfather had married a Qajar princess whom he loved dearly, 
    but who could not bear him children. After painful years of trying, he finally 
    relented to the insistence of his brothers and, with his wife's approval, 
    acquired a second wife, Shahrbanu, who gave birth to 
    my father and uncle. My grandfather passed away when my father was seven, 
    leaving Shahrbanu alone with two children. The relatives fought over his will 
    and eventually stripped the widowed Shahrbanu of much of his property and 
    wealth. Indignant, she decided to fight back. She traveled to Qom, 
    Iran's holiest city and home to the country's seminaries, hoping to find clerics 
    who would help her secure custody of her children and 
    the holdings that remained. With their assistance, she managed to keep her 
    two sons, as well as assets enough to meet the family's basic needs. In those 
    days, women's consciousness of their rights was limited to their intuitive 
    sense of right and wrong; they would not have conceived of petitioning a legal 
    system for redress, and instead appealed to influential men in society—often 
    clerics, seen as a resource for battling injustices large and small—to 
    advocate on their behalf.

  

I was born on June 21, 1947, the summer before we left Hamedan for Tehran. My childhood memories revolve around our home in the capital, on what was then called Shah Street (renamed, like most of the city's streets, after the Islamic Revolution). The house was quite large, two stories tall and full of rooms, a veritable playground for my siblings and me. In the manner of old Iranian homes, it was built around a central courtyard garden full of roses and white lilies. There was a pool in the middle where a few silvery fish swam, and on summer evenings our beds were carried outside, so that we could fall asleep under the stars, the air perfumed with flowers and the night's silence filled with the chirping of crickets. My mother kept the house spotless—clutter of any sort irritated her—and in this she was assisted by our household staff. Many of my father's farmworkers from Hamedan had applied to serve at our house in Tehran. She entrusted each servant with a task; one did the shopping, another cooked, the third cleaned, and the fourth served tea and meals to guests.

My mother seemed to genuinely love my father, though their marriage had been essentially arranged, and had kept her from attending college. She would wait impatiently for his deep, booming voice to resound through the courtyard at the day's end. But after her marriage, she developed an extraordinarily anxious temperament. If we came home five minutes late, we would find her in the alley outside our house, frantic with fear that we had been kidnapped or run over by a car. The nervousness manifested itself in her physical health as well, and she was often ill, in and out of the care of doctors unable to fully treat or diagnose the source of her constant agitation. There was no obvious reason for it. By almost any account,


she was a perfectly fortunate woman—cared for by an ideal, loving husband, mother to obedient, healthy children, in relatively good social and financial standing. It would have been enough to make most Iranian women of her day content. But I can't recall a single day when my mother seemed truly happy.

As I grew older, my mother still groomed herself immaculately, still smiled quietly as she sat knitting in the shadiest corner of our spotless house, but the anxieties still raged inside her, and her body revolted with one illness after another. She was perpetually sick, and her attention to her failing health only fed her nervousness. For a while she came down with asthma, and she paced the house, complaining of feeling suffocated. When I was fourteen, my older sister married and moved back to Hamedan, leaving me the eldest child at home. My mother's poor health was the backdrop of our lives, and I constantly feared her death. I would lie awake at night, staring at the ceiling through the gauze of mosquito netting, worrying about my brother and sisters. What would happen to them if our mother died? Each night, I entreated God to keep her alive until my little brother and sister grew up. In my young mind, I thought that if she died I would have to quit school and take on her duties at home.

One day that year I crept up to the attic, to make a quiet appeal to God. Please, please keep my mother alive, I prayed, so I can stay in school. Suddenly, an indescribable feeling overtook me, starting in my stomach and spreading to my fingertips. In that stirring, I felt as though God was answering me. My sadness evaporated, and a strange euphoria shot through my heart. Since that moment, my faith in God has been unshakable. Before that day I had only said my prayers by rote, because I had been taught to say them, just as I had been taught to wash my face before bed. But after that moment in the attic, I began to recite them with true belief. It is hard to describe the awakening of spirituality, just as it is difficult to explain to someone who has never fallen in love the emotional contours of that experience. My attic revelation reminds me of a line from a Persian poem, "Oh you, the stricken one / Love comes to you, it is not learned."
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Me as a junior in high school.

Throughout most of my childhood years—as is the way with children, whose family is the only world they know—I never observed that our household was special. It didn't strike me as exceptional that my parents did not treat my brother differently from their daughters. It seemed perfectly natural, and I assumed everyone else's families were the same way. They most certainly were not. In most Iranian households, male children enjoyed an exalted status, spoiled and cosseted by a coterie of aunts and female relatives. They often felt themselves the center of the family's orbit. Their rebellion was overlooked or praised, and their taste in food became the chief concern of the kitchen. As children grew older, the boys' privileges— from running about the neighborhood to consorting with a range of friends—expanded, while the girls' contracted, to ensure that they remain najeeb, honorable and well-bred. In Iranian culture, it was considered natural for fathers to love their sons more; the sons were the repository for the family's future ambitions; affection for a son was an investment.



In our house, my parents meted out attention, affection, and discipline equally. I never felt that my father cared about Jafar more because he was the only boy, or that Jafar was more special than I was. All of our comings and goings had to be punctual, and accounted for, until we reached high school. I was allowed to go to the movies or attend parties with my friends only after high school, and these same rules also applied to my brother.

At times, my father's evenhanded way of dealing with us children perplexed the household staff. The servants viewed my brother as their future boss, and they expected to see him exercise his influence over the opposite sex from a young age. Naturally, their own traditional upbringings had taught them that boys deserved special independence and freedom, grooming them for the authority they would assert as men. Since I was five years older than my brother, I typically won our fights. My parents never punished or scolded me; instead, they mediated gently, as though brokering a serious peace between adults. The house staff complained loudly, appalled by this breakdown in social order. "Why are you allowing a girl to hit Jafar Khan?" they would ask my father. He would merely smile, and reply, "They're children, they'll make up themselves."

  It was not until I was much older that I realized how gender 
    equality was impressed on me first and foremost at home, by example. It was 
    only when I surveyed my own sense of place in the world from an adult perspective 
    that I saw how my upbringing spared me from the low 
    self-esteem and learned dependence that I observed in women reared in more 
    traditional homes. My father's championing of my independence, from the play 
    yard to my later decision to become a judge, instilled a confidence 
    in me that I never felt consciously, but later came to regard as my most valued 
    inheritance.

  

When I think back to those early years, most of my recollections drift between Hamedan and Tehran, and apart from my religious


epiphany in the attic, none of them are fixed in significance or time, except the day Mossadegh was overthrown—the day Iran's first democratically elected leader was tossed out of the government in a coup organized by the CIA and its puppet. Though I can hardly recall what came before, and only loose fragments of what came later, and though at the time I had little sense of the day's fateful significance, I remember the faces of the adults, my grandmother's tone, and even the wooden gleam of the radio.

Only over a quarter century later, when the Islamic Revolution overthrew the shah and radicals took the American embassy hostage, did I see how the long arc of the coup had worked its away across our twentieth-century history. But in those early days, when I was still a child, I first perceived the impact of Mossadegh's overthrow at home. My father, a longtime supporter of the ousted prime minister, was forced out of his job. Before the coup, he had advanced to become deputy minister of agriculture. For years after it, he languished in lower posts, and he was never appointed at the senior level again. The legacy of my father's sidelining was that our house became an irredeemably politics-free zone. He initially became housebound, pacing the halls throughout the day, instead of just in the evening. He never explained to us children what had happened, why suddenly our father was home all day, pensive and quiet. When something terrible happens, it is most Iranians' first instinct to hide it from their children, who notice immediately that something has gone wrong and must then add the burden of ignorance to their disquiet. From those years on, I resolved to be different, and to speak openly with my own children about calamities.

The coup convinced many Iranians that politics was dirty, an intricate game of backroom deals and cloaked interests in which ordinary people were pawns; it fed the sense that we were not masters of our own destiny, as well as the tendency to believe that the ramifications of an event determined its origins. After that day, my father refused to discuss politics at home, so that his children would grow up


untainted by an interest in processes they could not affect. Convinced that one destroyed career was enough for any family, he insisted we should attend excellent universities and serve the country as technocrats. As a result, my growing up was singular in another way: I was oblivious to politics, except for that night in 1953.







CHAPTER TWO

Discovering Justice

THE YEAR I ENTERED LAW SCHOOL, 1965, WAS A TURNING point for me. The intellectually charged campus of Tehran University was caught up in the increasingly heated politics of a wider Iran, changes that I—in the politics-free zone imposed by my father—was scarcely aware of. When I'd decided to attend law school, I'd never imagined that law students would be so absorbed in national politics. That year was my first introduction to university life altogether, for in Iran going to law school was the equivalent of an extended undergraduate degree in the field of law. In the late spring of 1965, when choosing my field of higher study, I had contemplated political science, occasionally envisioning myself as an ambassador. But in all honesty, I knew I stood a better chance at passing the concours, the stringent college entrance examination, for the faculty of law, which played to my academic strengths. In the Iranian justice system, a judge is not required to first practice law, and I set out in my studies intent on a judgeship. My class was filled with students who aimed to become legal scholars, experts, or, like me, judges. Though we spent hours in the library poring over texts of criminal law,


trying to devise contemporary case studies, most of my classmates focused equally, if not more, on the politics brewing around them.

One clear afternoon, they shouted that the tuition was too high. They shouted for the university administration to be accountable. Basically, the crowd of students gathered at Tehran University shouted anything that would not immediately get them arrested. Standing among the assembled protesters, the women in their miniskirts and elaborate beehives, the young men in short sleeves with serious faces, I felt a crackle of energy pass through me. Protests attracted me like a magnet. What the students were chanting hardly mattered. Mostly they demonstrated against tuition fees, but even if they had protested the soaring price of tea, I probably would have turned up. Something about confrontation—perhaps the adrenaline, the spark of an idea, the fleeting sense of agency—appealed to me, and I attended protests regularly. Fortunately, because it was the late 1960s and students demonstrated nearly every other day, I never faced a shortage.

The demonstrations provoked the anxiety of the SAVAK, the shah's secret police, which actively combed the campus, as it combed the streets of most of Iran's cities, as it combed Iranian student groups in the United States and Europe, to root out dissidents whose political activities went beyond fashionably dropping in on demonstrations. For what Iranian young person—religious or secular, intellectual or socialite, serious or just curious—did not attend the occasional protest? It took the energies and resources of a massive police apparatus to ferret out who was truly organizing to undermine the shah's regime and who was just checking out what all the commotion was about. To evade the tentacles of the SAVAK, students pretended to protest tuition fees, though what they really wanted to chant was more like "Stop squandering our oil revenue on fleets of American fighter planes!" or "Come back from St. Moritz and deal with urban poverty, please!"

That day I scanned about for my girlfriends, my gaze moving past


the arching trees and monotonous but sleek buildings of the expansive campus, one of the few decent universities in a country whose oil revenue should have afforded many more. Like most of my friends scattered among the crowd that day, I scarcely suspected that such protests were the beginning of an era. I never imagined that they would one day alter the course of our lives, send shock waves around the world, and produce the twentieth century's last great revolution. They were the background of our lives at the university, an afternoon shot of adrenaline before we walked over to the coffeehouse near the university where we sipped café glace, vanilla ice cream drowned in coffee, after class.

That day, however, unlike most, we skipped the coffeehouse, for one of my girlfriends had a clunky white Paykan parked on the street. Six of us piled into the car, and we began heading north toward Darband, where cafés and restaurants dotted the low swell of the Alborz, the mountains that rim the northernmost edge of the city. You might think that because we had just come from a protest, our conversation would at least border on the serious. Not really. We gossiped about classmates, films, the destination of our next road trip, the sort of thing young female college students talk about. In the university milieu of the time, it was fashionable to affect intellectual airs, and to skillfully dissect the shah's flaws in conversation, but to be truthful about it, we were not very much bothered about such questions.

As we crawled north, traffic hurtling past us in the other direction, the transformation of Tehran from a discrete capital surrounded by orchards to a sprawling urban metropolis was everywhere on display. Construction scaffolding adorned every other corner, trucks hauling bags of cement and planks of wood traversed the city like worker ants, movie billboards showcasing European film stars loomed above busy squares, and kiosks hawked magazines of bikini-clad American starlets. It was a different city already than the Tehran of my girlhood: more slums, more restaurants, more movie theaters,


more provincial young men in dusty clothes and mud-caked boots en route to and from their varied labors.

Curious to see for ourselves the fabled elegance of Darband's French restaurants, we had saved our pocket money for three days in anticipation of a spectacular lunch. The spot we chose overlooked the trickling river that wound down through the foothills of the Al-borz, its tastefully arranged tables set against the gleaming windows. A crisply dressed waiter handed us menus, and we scanned the exorbitant prices in alarm. There was no way we could afford anything more than a beverage, so to extricate ourselves, we decided to ask for the one
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