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            Introduction

         

         As President of The Explorers Club, I have had the rare privilege of bearing witness to some of the most extraordinary stories of human endurance ever told. I have sat with astronauts from Apollo 13, who calmly described what it means to face the vast indifference of space with dwindling oxygen. I have spoken with survivors of the Mount Everest disaster chronicled in Into Thin Air, who endured nature at its most unforgiving.

         These are individuals trained for extremes. Prepared, to some degree, for the unimaginable.

         Explorers, by nature, tend to believe we’ve seen just about every form of adversity.

         And yet, Morad Tahbaz’s story rises to the very top.

         I first learned Morad’s name not through a personal introduction, but through international headlines: he was one of five prisoners released in a high-profile US–Iran asset exchange. What caught my attention, however, was discovering that he lived in my hometown of Connecticut. A few months after his release, he spoke at a small gathering at our local library. I went, introduced myself, and we quickly struck up a conversation that has since grown into a genuine friendship. We like to say in Weston that we’ve been socially distancing since 1787, meaning that, without extraordinary circumstances, paths don’t always cross. And yet ours did. Since then, we’ve shared meals, conversations and time together in the quiet rhythms of everyday life: fishing lakes, local lunches and a shared appreciation for the natural world, making the magnitude of what he endured all the more difficult to reconcile with the man he is today.

         What makes his journey so extraordinary is not the scale of suffering—six years of imprisonment in Iran, marked by repeated physical and psychological torture—but the fact that he was never trained for this. He was not a soldier, not an astronaut, not a mountaineer conditioned for survival under duress. He was, by all measures, a civilian thrust into an environment designed to break the human spirit through isolation, abuse, and the repeated threat of execution. 2

         And yet, it did not break him.

         Instead, Morad did something remarkable, something that, in my experience, is almost without precedent. He turned inward, to the one place no prison could reach: himself, his Self.

         In his cell he began studying the grains of sand embedded in the cinderblock walls. Over time, he started to assemble them in his imagination: first into animals, then into intricate scenes, and eventually into entire murals that existed only in his mind. By the end of each day, he would be mentally exhausted, as if he had spent hours physically creating tangible objects. In truth, he had created something far more important: a lifeline.

         Later, when given access to paper, those imagined works became real; drawn with pen, shaped by memory, and infused with the same creativity that had sustained him through his darkest moments.

         There is a lesson in this for all of us.

         During one of our many conversations Morad shared a perspective that has stayed with me. He is a cancer survivor, and he told me how during that experience, as difficult as it was, he was surrounded by people trying to help him heal. In prison, there was no such support. Quite the opposite.

         He described it this way: take the worst day of your life—the loss of a parent, a child, your health—and then imagine a trap door opening beneath you, sending you even further down.

         And yet, when you meet Morad today, what strikes you most is not trauma, but a feeling closer to peace, a certain settlement.

         He is, in many ways, remarkably normal.

         That may be the greatest mystery of all.

         I have met others who have endured similar circumstances, those whom Morad refers to as his ‘soulmates’, and not all have emerged in the same way. So the natural question is: how did he do it?

         Morad speaks about his ability to compartmentalize, to separate the unbearable from the necessary act of continuing. He describes processing his pain by thinking and speaking about it in the third person, creating enough distance to survive it.

         And like many who have endured the unimaginable, there are moments—subtle, almost imperceptible—where a quiet sense of perspective, even humor, reveals itself. Not humor in the traditional sense, but the kind that allows a person to reclaim a small measure of control over circumstances that offer none. 3

         There is both wisdom and instinct in that approach, something deeply human, yet almost miraculous in its execution.

         And then there is the ending, not closure but an ending, if one can call it that.

         After six years of imprisonment, his release came as part of a high-stakes international negotiation between the United States and Iran, an asset swap valued at over one billion dollars. It is the kind of geopolitical backdrop that feels almost surreal when placed alongside the deeply personal story of one man in a cell, studying grains of sand.

         And now, as I write this, Morad is preparing for an exhibition of his artwork in New York.

         It feels, in some ways, like a fairytale ending.

         But this is not a fairytale.

         It is a testament.

         A testament to the resilience of the human mind. To the power of imagination not just as creativity, but as survival. And to the possibility, however rare, that a person can endure profound injustice and yet emerge without bitterness.

         In a world where we often celebrate resilience in theory, Morad Tahbaz has lived it in its most raw and unfiltered form.

         His story does not just deserve to be told.

         It deserves to be understood.

         
             

         

         Richard Wiese

         President, Explorers Club
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            Preface

         

         I first understood what Iran had lost on a trip that I took as a break from the overwhelming traffic and pollution of Tehran.

         It was twenty years ago, roughly. My parents had temporarily moved back to Iran from Paris to pursue legal claims against the expropriation of their assets, and I had come to visit them. Through mutual acquaintances, I was introduced to a family that operated a hunting outfit, their clientele mostly Americans with a scattering of Europeans and a handful from Latin America and Russia. They invited me along as an observer, and though I had no interest in hunting, I agreed. The Alborz Mountains had been part of my childhood. I wanted to see them again.

         The mountains themselves remained breathtaking, their majesty unchanged since I had hiked through them as a teenager. But something else had changed, which I noticed gradually and then could not stop noticing. Where there had been animals—wild sheep on the rocky slopes, ibex silhouetted against the ridgelines, gazelle moving through the foothills—now there was silence. Not complete absence, but a devastating thinning. What I had once seen with naked eyes now required binoculars and patience and luck. The wilderness I remembered had been hollowed out.

         I learned the history from those who remembered it. In the chaos following the 1979 revolution, weapons had flooded into civilian hands from abandoned military barracks. Armed citizens had gone on shooting sprees, killing wild sheep, ibex, gazelle, roe deer, even wild boar despite the Islamic prohibition on pork. Villagers chased gazelle on motorcycles until the animals collapsed from exhaustion, then slaughtered them casually. The destruction was catastrophic and largely uncontrolled.

         The irony cut deep. Until 1979, Iran had been a model of wildlife conservation. Eskandar Firouz, appointed in 1971 as head of the newly formed Department of Environment, had created national parks, protected areas, and wildlife refuges across the country. He had helped draft environmental protection laws, served as vice president of the United Nations Conference on the Human Environment, and joined the board of 5the International Union for Conservation of Nature. He was a man ahead of his time, internationally recognized, genuinely dedicated to preserving Iran’s natural heritage.

         After the revolution, the clerical regime imprisoned Firouz at Evin Prison for six years. He passed away in 2020, while my colleagues and I were held in that same prison decades later. The symmetry haunts me.

         The Department of Environment he had built became a shell of itself. Competent staff were pushed out, replaced by ideological appointees whose religious credentials mattered more than their expertise. Meetings began with prayers and were interrupted for the call to the muezzin. Someone kept a chicken coop on the roof of the central office. The smell of opium occasionally wafted through the halls. This agency, responsible for the air Iranians breathed, the water they drank, nearly twenty million hectares of protected land—an area larger than Florida—had been gutted from within.

         That hunting trip planted a seed. During a field visit in 2006, I found myself in a heated debate with Iranian friends about the absence of private conservation efforts in the country. Their excuses were familiar: too difficult, too dangerous, too expensive, not their responsibility. But I had spent years supporting wildlife organizations elsewhere and understood how they operated. I decided to act.

         In 2008, I convinced Kavous Seyed-Emami to join what would become the Persian Wildlife Heritage Foundation. Kavous was a genuinely good man, liked by everyone who knew him—a university professor of political sociology, an ardent conservationist, fluent in English, educated in the United States. His Canadian–Iranian citizenship allowed him to travel freely. Together, we recruited Houman Jowkar, the finest field expert on Iranian wildlife I have ever known, recommended to us by Dr. Luke Hunter of Panthera (formerly and currently, of the Wildlife Conservation Society). Houman had extensive experience with the Department of Environment and the United Nations Development Program. He was exactly what we needed.

         The foundation grew. We documented Persian leopards and tracked, counted and photographed some of the last wild Asiatic cheetahs on earth. We built a team of dedicated biologists—Taher, Amirhossein, Sam, Sepideh, Shayda, Delaram, Abnous, Jeyran, Hamed, and others—each bringing essential skills to our work. We partnered with the Department of Environment and the UNDP. We counted animals in places where no one had counted them before. 6

         In 2017, Niloufar joined us, the last person to come aboard before everything changed. She was overqualified—a Columbia-trained conservation biologist with years of experience at the United Nations Environmental Program. Kavous and I felt fortunate to have her.

         A few months later, I was banned from leaving the country. In January 2018, I was arrested. The IRGC Intelligence Organization eventually detained fifty-five people connected to our work. The foundation that had grown from a small office in northern Tehran into a respected conservation organization became, in the regime’s paranoid telling, a front for espionage.

         This book is the story of what followed. It is the story of nearly six years in Evin Prison, of solitary confinement and false accusations, of friends lost and lessons learned. But it began here, with mountains that had been stripped of their wildlife, with a decision to act upon it, and with the people who joined me in that effort before the trap closed around us all.
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            Prologue

            The Tarmac

         

         The heat hit me first.

         September in Doha, late afternoon, the sun was fierce even as it angled toward the horizon. I stood at the top of the airplane stairs and felt the air wrap around me—thick, heavy, carrying the smell of jet fuel and hot concrete. After sixty-eight months in the controlled climate of prison, where temperature was just another thing that happened to you, the sensation was almost overwhelming. Heat I had chosen to walk into. Heat that belonged to the free world.

         I gripped the handrail and made myself pause. Made myself feel it. The metal was warm under my palm. My shirt, already damp, clung to my back. Somewhere on the tarmac below, officials were waiting—American diplomats, Qatari protocol officers, the machinery of my release arranging itself into the proper configuration. They could wait another moment. I needed this moment for myself.

         I looked down at my feet. Leather shoes, proper ones, given to me that morning when I left the hotel where they had held us for the final days of negotiation. For years I had worn prison slippers, cheap plastic things that fell apart and were replaced with identical cheap plastic things. These shoes had laces. I had tied them myself, that morning, and the simple act had made my hands shake.

         Now those shoes would carry me down the stairs, across the tarmac, into a life I could barely remember how to live.

         I descended.

         
            * * *

         

         The tarmac stretched out in all directions, vast and open in a way that made me dizzy.

         For sixty-eight months, my world had been measured in small distances. The dimensions of a cell. The length of a corridor. The perimeter of an exercise yard, walked in circles, always circles, because there was nowhere else to go. Now there was space, enormous, indifferent space, and I had to 8remind myself that I was allowed to move through it. That no one would stop me. That the openness was not a trap.

         I walked toward the knot of people waiting near the terminal. My legs felt strange, uncertain, as if they had forgotten how to cover distance without counting steps. The heat pressed down. The light was different here than in Tehran—sharper, more direct, the Gulf sun unfiltered by mountain haze. I squinted against it and kept walking.

         Vida descended after us and stood slightly apart from the officials, as if she could not quite bring herself to join their formal arrangement. She was watching me, her face carefully controlled, and I knew that control was not easy for her. I had learned to contain my emotions during prison visits where any display of feeling could be reported, used against us, transformed into leverage by men who understood that love was a vulnerability. Even now, even here, the habit held.

         Once inside the terminal, I took her hand. The diplomats and protocol officers faded to the periphery of my awareness, became shapes and sounds that did not matter. What mattered was the warmth of her fingers in mine. What mattered was that we were standing together without direct supervision, and no one was watching the clock, and no guard would tell us when the visit was over.

         She had aged in the years of my imprisonment. I had seen it happening, visit by visit, new lines around her eyes, new gray in her hair, the accumulated weight of fighting for someone who might never come home. I had aged too. Sixty pounds lost and then partially regained. Muscle wasted. The face that looked back at me from mirrors was a face I barely recognized, a face that belonged to someone who had been taken apart and reassembled into a version of myself that was harder, more wary, less certain of the world’s goodness.

         We did not embrace. Not yet. That would come later, in private, when we could fall apart without witnesses. For now, we simply stood, her hand in mine, letting the fact of proximity be enough.

         I was free. The word felt foreign in my mind, like a language I had once spoken but had not used in years. I would have to relearn it, I realized. Relearn all of it, how to make choices, how to move through the world without permission, how to be a person instead of a prisoner.

         The learning would take time. The heat would not let up. The diplomats would eventually need their handshakes and their photographs. But for 9this one moment, standing on the tarmac in Doha with Vida close by, I let myself feel something I had almost forgotten how to feel.

         Relief. Fragile, tentative, not yet trusting itself. But real.

         
            * * *

         

         How did I get here?

         The question surfaced slowly, as the protocol continued around me, as hands were shaken and words were spoken that I would not remember later. Not the logistics, I knew those well enough. The flight from Tehran, the negotiations that had taken years, the frozen billions that had finally unlocked the door. I knew the politics of my release, the cold calculus that had made my freedom possible.

         I mean the other question. The one that mattered more.

         How did I survive? What kept me intact through sixty-eight months of captivity—through solitary confinement, through torture, through the death of my friend Kavous, through the repeated betrayals of governments I had trusted? The man who had boarded a plane in Tehran in October 2017 would not have known how to endure what I had endured. He had not yet learned. He had not yet been broken and remade into someone who could bear it.

         That remaking is the story I need to tell. Not the politics or the diplomacy or the injustice of my imprisonment, though those things matter, and I will not shy away from them. What matters more is what happened inside me. The practices I developed, the disciplines I learned, the small and daily choices that kept me tethered to myself when everything conspired to cut me loose.

         I walked off that plane with sketches in my bag. Drawings I had made in prison, wildlife rendered with a cheap pen on cheaper paper, the animals I had spent my career trying to protect now captured in images that had helped me survive. I walked off with designs for Persian carpets in my mind, patterns I had developed over years, connecting me to twenty-five centuries of Iranian heritage, proof that I had created something even where creation seemed impossible.

         And I walked off with a sound echoing in my memory. A sound that had become, over the years, my morning prayer and my daily reminder that life persists even where it has no business persisting.

         The screaming of green parrots in the poplars and plane trees of Evin Prison.

         
            * * *

         

         10I should tell you about the parrots. They are the heart of this book, though I did not understand that until much later.

         Evin Prison sits at the foot of the Alborz Mountains in northern Tehran. It was built by the Shah’s secret police in the 1970s and has served every Iranian government since, as a place to warehouse the people they fear most: dissidents, journalists, activists, and foreigners who become useful as bargaining chips. The compound is vast and varied with some sections relatively open, others sealed and secret, all of it designed to remind you that your life is no longer your own.

         But the designers of Evin could not control everything. They could not control, for instance, the ancient poplar and plane trees that grow within the compound walls—trees that were there before the prison, that will be there after the prison is dust. And they could not control what made its home in the cavities of those trees.

         Psittacula krameri. Rose-ringed parakeets. Bright green, raucous, entirely i ndifferent to the human suffering below them. They are not native to Iran but have been there for generation after generation, raising their young in one of the most notorious prisons on earth.

         I heard them on my first morning in Evin, before I understood what they were. A wild screaming that cut through the walls of my cell, shrill and chaotic and utterly alive. It sounded like complaint. It sounded like defiance. It sounded, though I could not have articulated this at the time, like hope refusing to be silenced.

         Those birds became my teachers. They taught me that life does not ask permission to persist. They taught me that freedom exists even in places designed to deny it—if not for the prisoners below, then at least for the creatures above, and the distinction matters less than you might think. They taught me that the walls were high but not high enough, that a creature green and wild and untamed could thrive in the trees of a prison, and that their thriving was a message I needed to receive.

         This book is named for them. It is dedicated to what they taught me. And it is my attempt to pass those teachings on to you, reader, whoever you are, whatever walls surround you.

         
            * * *

         

         This is not a book about what was done to me. It is a book about what I did with it. 11

         I was tortured. I was threatened with execution. I was denied medical care, told I had cancer when I did not, told I would die in prison and be forgotten. I watched a friend die under circumstances that continue to wake me in the night. I was abandoned by governments I had trusted, my British citizenship not British enough, my American citizenship not American enough, my usefulness as a bargaining chip never quite sufficient to bring me home.

         I will not hide these things. They are part of the story, and pretending otherwise would dishonor what I survived. But they are not the point. The point is what I learned. The point is how I kept myself whole when everything conspired to break me.

         In solitary confinement, I learned to find animals in the stone walls, tracing lions and elephants in the patterns of the stone, training my imagination to see beauty where none was offered. In the general ward, I learned to draw those animals, to design Persian carpets, to teach other prisoners the skills I was teaching myself. Through all of it, I learned to pay attention, to the birds in the planes and poplars, to the cat who hunted in our small garden, to the green shoots that emerged from gray soil. Attention became my discipline. Creation became my resistance. Hope became not a feeling but a practice, renewed each day through deliberate choice.

         These are the tools I discovered in Evin, and I believe they belong to everyone. We all face darkness, not always prison, rarely torture, but the private sufferings that come for each of us eventually. We all need ways to survive. This book is my offering: not a story of victimhood, but a manual for endurance. Not a record of what was done to me, but a testament to what remains possible even in hell.

         The story begins with wildlife, as all my stories do. With a conservationist who thought he was just checking on a project. With a man who did not yet know that the skills he had developed looking for cheetahs in the desert would one day save his life in a prison cell.

         The story ends on this tarmac in Doha, holding Vida’s hand, learning to breathe again in air that no one controls.

         Between those two points is everything I need to tell you. Between those two points are the parrots screaming in the treetops, refusing to be silent, teaching me day after day that the walls cannot reach the sky.

         Listen. I will try to help you hear them.
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            CHAPTER 1

            The Descent

         

         There is a moment, in every fall, when you realize the ground has given way beneath you.

         I have spent much of my life studying animals, the way a Persian leopard moves through rocky terrain, the precise instant an Asiatic cheetah shifts from stillness to sprint, the silent calculations prey animals make when they sense a predator nearby. I understand, in ways most people do not, how creatures respond to threat. The freeze, the flight, the desperate final struggle. I have watched it unfold a thousand times through binoculars, camera lenses, and documentary films, in the mountains of Kurdistan and the deserts of Yazd, in the wetlands where migratory birds pause on journeys that span continents.

         None of that prepared me for the moment I became the prey.

         
            * * *

         

         October 2017. Tehran in autumn is beautiful in a way that catches you off guard. The plane trees turning amber along the boulevards, the sharp clarity of the air after summer’s haze has lifted, the Alborz Mountains rising blue and white to the north, their first snows already clinging to the peaks. I had made this trip dozens of times over the years, but the beauty never lost its capacity to surprise me.

         I was there for the Persian Wildlife Heritage Foundation (PWHF), the organization I had helped found ten years earlier. PWHF had grown from a small office in northern Tehran into a substantial team that included a dozen staff members, partnerships with Iran’s Department of Environment, camera trap projects documenting species that many had assumed were extinct or nearly so. We counted Persian leopards in mountain ranges where no one had ever done so before. We photographed a few of the last wild Asiatic cheetahs in the world, ghostly golden shapes moving through landscapes that had not changed since the time of the ancient Persian kings.

         The work mattered to me in ways I find difficult to articulate. Iran is my parents’ homeland, not mine, but I have always been drawn to its 14history, art, and culture. Even though I was born in London and had lived most of my adult life in America. It is the country of my father and mother’s families, of childhood summers in the Caspian forests, of that first subscription to National Geographic that my father bought me when I was nine years old. The magazine arrived monthly like a gift from another world, its pages filled with images of wildlife that I was only beginning to understand existed in my own backyard, in the mountains an hour’s drive from Tehran, in the deserts where caravans had once carried silk.

         Iran, I had learned over the decades, is a crossroads of nature unlike anywhere else on earth. European species meet African species meet Asian species. Brown bears wander the same forests as Caspian red deer. Flamingos gather in salt lakes while wolves hunt in the surrounding hills. The biodiversity is staggering—or it was, before the revolution, before decades of habitat destruction, uncontrolled hunting, and the slow erosion of everything the land once held.

         This was why I had helped start PWHF. To preserve what remained. To document it before it vanished. To remind the world, and Iran itself, of the treasure that survived against all odds.

         I did not know, that October, how I would become a different kind of documentation altogether. That my story would become a record not of wildlife but of captivity, not of the creatures I had spent so much time protecting, but of the cages into which humans put one another.

         
            * * *

         

         The first sign of trouble came at Imam Khomeini International Airport on November 16, 2017.

         My wife Vida and our daughter had joined me in Tehran to visit Vida’s elderly parents and do some sightseeing. The plan was simple: we would fly home together in time for Thanksgiving, that most American of holidays. We had checked our bags, said our goodbyes, walked through the gleaming terminal to passport control.

         The woman behind the glass looked at my passport for a long moment. She typed something. Looked again. Typed again. Then she picked up a phone.

         “You cannot leave,” she said when she put down the receiver. “There is a travel ban.”

         I remember the fluorescent lights of the terminal, impossibly bright. I remember my daughter’s face, the confusion giving way to alarm. I remember Vida’s hand finding mine, squeezing hard. And I remember the 15strange calm that descended over me, the same calm, I realize now, that descends over prey animals in the moment before they bolt. The stillness before the storm.

         “Your wife and daughter may go,” the woman added. “The ban applies only to you.”

         My wife refused to leave without me. I did not know then how grateful I would be for that decision, how her presence over the following weeks, months, and years would become a lifeline I could not have survived without. I did not know then that I was seeing the last days of my freedom for nearly six years.

         
            * * *

         

         I have thought often, since those days, about the nature of traps.

         In the wild, the most effective traps are invisible until they spring. A pit covered with branches. A snare hidden in the grass. The animal moves through what appears to be ordinary terrain, following ordinary patterns, until suddenly the ground gives way or the loop tightens and everything changes.

         The trap that closed around me had been set long before I arrived in Tehran that October. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, Iran’s powerful parallel military force, had been watching environmental activists for years. They saw in us not what we were, scientists and conservationists trying to document endangered species, but what they feared we might be: agents of foreign powers, spies gathering intelligence under cover of wildlife research.

         This paranoia was not new. Iran has a long history of suspecting those who cross borders, who speak multiple languages, who maintain ties to the West. The Islamic Revolution of 1979 was built, in part, on narratives of foreign interference, the CIA coup of 1953, the decades of American support for the Shah, the sense that Iran’s enemies were everywhere and took many forms. The Revolutionary Guards, created in those early chaotic months to protect the revolution from its enemies, had evolved over four decades into a vast and shadowy apparatus, an intelligence apparatus that saw threats in every corner and found ways to prove they existed.

         I, with my British and American citizenships and Iranian heritage, was exactly the kind of person they had learned to distrust. I crossed borders too easily. I had connections in too many countries. I spoke English without an accent and Farsi almost without one. I was, in their paranoid calculus, the perfect cover for espionage. 16

         That the accusation was absurd did not matter. What mattered was the narrative they could construct, the story they could tell to justify what they intended to do.

         
            * * *

         

         The weeks after the airport were a strange limbo.

         We sent our daughter home—she had her own life to return to, her own obligations, and we convinced ourselves this was all a misunderstanding that would be resolved soon. Vida and I stayed at her parents’ apartment, that familiar space suddenly transformed into a kind of waiting room. We went for long walks in a nearby park, the late autumn leaves falling around us, and told ourselves reassuring stories.

         I was summoned to a nondescript building off Saboonchi Street, where two bearded men introduced themselves as agents of the IRGC Intelligence Organization. They asked questions about the foundation, about our projects, about the cameras we had placed in the wilderness to photograph wildlife. The questions were not hostile, merely probing, curious, as if they genuinely wanted to understand what we did.

         “You may retrieve your passport,” the senior agent said at the end of that first session. “You are free to leave when you choose.”

         I believed him. Why would I not? I had done nothing wrong. Our work was transparent, coordinated with Iranian government agencies, published in scientific journals. We had nothing to hide because there was nothing to hide.

         We went to the passport office. We booked flights for the following Wednesday. We packed our bags and returned to the airport, hearts light with the prospect of going home.

         The same woman looked at my passport. The same long pause. The same phone call.

         “You cannot leave.”

         This time, instead of being turned away, I was given a slip of paper instructing me to appear at court. Not a regular court. The court at Evin Prison.

         The name sent a chill through me that I could not fully hide from Vida. Evin. Everyone in Iran knows what Evin means. Built by the Shah in the 1970s to hold political prisoners, expanded by the Islamic Republic into a sprawling compound in the foothills of the Alborz, Evin is where dissidents disappear, where journalists are silenced, where the state extracts confessions 17from those it has decided are enemies. The name has become a synonym for everything dark in Iran’s political reality, the place where hope goes to die.

         I did not know then that I would spend nearly six years within those walls. I did not know that the ancient trees in the prison compound would become my only link to the natural world I loved; that the green parrots nesting in those trees would become the sound of survival itself.

         
            * * *

         

         In desperation, I reached out to a man named Sadegh Kharazi.

         I had known Sadegh for years. His family was woven into the fabric of the Islamic Republic—his uncle had served as Iran’s UN representative, his father sat on the Assembly of Experts, his sister was married to one of the Supreme Leader’s sons. If anyone could navigate the treacherous currents of power in Tehran, it was him.

         “They are looking for your cooperation,” he told me during one of our many meetings. We sat in his car, his home, and his office, never in the same place twice. “I am trying to help.”

         I did not understand what “cooperation” meant. I have never understood it. I had no secrets to share, no intelligence to offer, no connections to foreign governments beyond the routine interactions any international businessman might have. What cooperation could I possibly provide?

         But I watched, during those weeks, as others sought Sadegh’s help. A wealthy businessman arrived at his house one evening with a bag full of the latest iPhones, seeking intervention with the IRGC. Another man’s family called Sadegh’s phone while I sat in his car, desperate for news about their loved one imprisoned in the very facility I was trying to avoid.

         Of the three of us who sought Sadegh’s help during that period, I was the only one who would spend significant time in prison. I was the only one convicted. I have wondered, in the years since, whether some calculation was made, whether I was traded as the one the IRGC could keep, so the others could go free.

         Money, I learned later, changed hands. Serious money. But it did not change hands for me.

         
            * * *

         

         January 10, 2018. A Wednesday. The day the trap finally sprang.

         I had been summoned to Saboonchi Street again, for what I was told would be a final meeting. The agent I had met before was waiting in a 18conference room, calm and conversational, asking routine questions in a routine tone.

         Then the door opened, and four burly men walked in.

         The agent’s demeanor changed instantly. Where there had been politeness, there was now rage, real or performed, I could not tell, but the effect was the same. He was yelling, calling me a spy, a traitor, an enemy of the Islamic Republic. The four men grabbed me, slammed me against the table, emptied my pockets. They took my phone, my belt, and my wallet. They handcuffed my wrists behind my back. They covered my eyes with a blindfold.

         I remember the shock—the total, disorienting shock of violence erupting from what had seemed a civil conversation. I remember being shoved into the back seat of a Peugeot 504, the standard sedan of Iranian government agencies, guards on either side of me, their bodies pressing against mine. I remember the car accelerating, the siren wailing, the occasional jab of an elbow into my ribs, the crackle of an electric shocker held close to my skin.

         And I remember thinking, with a clarity that surprised me then, as it does now: This is how animals feel. This is the moment of capture, the closing of the cage, the instant when the world narrows to a single desperate question. Will I survive this?

         
            * * *

         

         Evin Prison sits in the foothills north of Tehran, in a neighborhood that was once, before the prison, a summer retreat for the wealthy.

         The compound is vast, multiple buildings spread across grounds that were once a garden estate. Ancient poplar and plane trees line the roadways, their branches alive with the Rose-ringed parakeets I would come to know so well. The birds had claimed this unlikely territory long before my arrival, their morning and evening chorus a defiant soundtrack to the prison’s grim routines.

         I did not see the parrots that first day. I could not see anything through the blindfold. But I heard them. I heard the familiar chaos of parrot calls echoing off the walls and some part of me, some deep instinct honed by decades of listening for wildlife, took note.

         Life. Even here.

         I was processed, stripped, and given prison clothes, light gray-blue pajamas that would be my only garments for the next two years. I was led through corridors I could not see to a cell I would come to know intimately: six feet by eight, perhaps. A hole in the concrete floor for a toilet. A small sink. No window, only a high grate that let in slivers of 19light. Concrete walls covered with some kind of stone, pale gray, almost white with streaks of darker and lighter shades.

         They removed my blindfold, stepped back, and slammed the metal door behind them. The clang of that door, heavy, final, absolute, is a sound I hear still in the quiet moments before sleep.

         I was alone.

         
            * * *

         

         I had studied caged animals before. In zoos, in rescue facilities, in the cramped enclosures of illegal wildlife traders. I had seen what captivity does to creatures built for open spaces, the stress, the pacing, the repetitive movements; and the slow dimming of something essential in their eyes.

         Now I was learning it from the inside.

         In those first hours, I did what captured animals do. I froze. I assessed. I searched for any gap in the cage, any weakness in the walls, any possibility of escape. There was none. The cell was solid, the door impenetrable, the small grated opening high above my reach. I was caught, as surely as any creature in a snare.

         And yet.

         And yet, even in those first terrible hours, another capacity was stirring. Some capacity for observation, for attention, for finding pattern and meaning in apparent chaos. I looked at the stone walls of my cell, really looked, with the trained eyes of a man who had spent decades searching for wildlife in difficult terrain and I began to see.

         Veins of darker material threading through lighter stone. Curves and shadows that suggested, if you looked long enough, shapes that were almost recognizable. A line that could be a mane. A pattern that could be an eye.

         It would take weeks before I found my first lion in those walls. Weeks of darkness and interrogation and the slow grinding down of everything I thought I knew about myself. But the capacity was there from the beginning, the ability to see, to find meaning, to create things that the prison could not take away.

         Outside, the green parrots shrieked their evening chorus. I could not see them. But I could hear them, life persisting, wild and raucous and free, in the very heart of captivity.

         I would survive this. I did not know how, or for how long, or at what cost. But some part of me, in that first terrible night, made a promise to itself.

         I would survive.
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            CHAPTER 2

            The Geometry of Confinement

         

         Time in solitary confinement does not behave as it does in the outside world.

         There is no sunrise, no twilight, no gradual shift of light to mark the passage of hours. The fluorescent tube above my head burned with the same flat intensity whether it was noon or midnight, Wednesday or Sunday. The only clock I had was my body, hunger pangs that arrived at irregular intervals and the exhaustion that came in waves. The slow accumulation of stubble on my face told me days were passing even when I could not count them.

         I learned to measure time by other means. The call to prayer, broadcast through tinny speakers somewhere in the compound, came five times daily; Fajr before dawn, Zuhr at midday, Asr in the afternoon, Maghrib at sunset, Isha at night. These became my clock hands, the only structure in an existence that had otherwise lost all shape. Between them stretched vast plains of nothing, hours that felt like days, minutes that felt like hours, an elastic relationship with time that I suspect damages a fundamental aspect of the human mind.

         The cell itself became a universe. I never measured it, but I came to know every inch with an intimacy that bordered on the obsessive. The walls were pale stone to about shoulder height, then a rough sprayed coating above that, the kind of textured paint you see in cheap motels. A high grate near the ceiling let in slivers of natural light during the day, enough to know that the sun existed, not enough to warm me. The floor was concrete, covered with a threadbare carpet that did nothing to soften the cold.

         I had three blankets. One went beneath me, a thin barrier between my body and the concrete. One I rolled into a cylinder for a pillow. One I pulled over myself at night, though it was never enough against the January cold that seeped through the walls. I slept curled into myself, trying to conserve heat, waking at odd hours to the sound of my own chattering teeth.

         
            * * *

         

         22Food arrived through a slot at the base of the metal door, pushed through like scraps for a dog.

         I could not see who delivered it. I would hear footsteps in the corridor, the scrape of the slot opening, the clatter of a plastic tray, then footsteps retreating. The meals were barely edible; rice that tasted of nothing, greasy stews with unidentifiable meat, bread that had been rolled off a machine and tasted like paper. My stomach, already in revolt from the stress, could tolerate almost none of it. I would pick at the food, force down a few bites, leave the rest.

         The weight began to fall away immediately. I could feel it happening, the loosening of my clothes, the new prominence of my ribs when I ran my hands over my torso, the hollowing of my cheeks. I had arrived at Evin a substantial man. Within weeks, I was becoming something else entirely.

         Twice daily, I was permitted outside for what they called fresh air. A guard would come, I would put on my blindfold, and I would be led through corridors I could not see to a small yard enclosed by high walls. The yard was twenty-five meters long, I counted the paces, back and forth, back and forth, hundreds of times. Even blindfolded, I could feel the cold January air on my face, could smell the snow that had fallen overnight, could hear the sounds of the compound around me.

         We wore flip-flops in the yard, even in the snow. Shared flip-flops, worn by God knows how many prisoners before me, offering no protection against the cold that turned my toes red and then white. I would have stayed out there for hours if they had let me, anything to escape the cell, the unchanging light, the walls that were beginning to feel like they were closing in.

         
            * * *

         

         On the third day, I was taken to meet the man who would oversee my destruction.

         Ali Ghanaatkar held the title of chief investigator of the First Branch of the Evin Prosecutor’s Office, but functioned more like a judge magistrate, the bureaucratic face of a system designed to grind people into dust. His office was in the Evin courthouse, a building that straddled the boundary between the prison compound and the outside world, as if justice itself existed in some liminal space between captivity and freedom.

         I was led in blindfolded, told to remove it, and found myself facing a short, overweight man with oiled hair parted severely to one side. He 23had a smile that did not reach his eyes, a Cheshire Cat grin, I would come to think of it, the smile of a man who finds pleasure in the suffering of others but has learned to mask it with courtesy. He spoke with a strong Gilani accent, the dialect of Iran’s Caspian coast, which gave his threats an almost comical quality that somehow made them more terrifying.

         “Tea?” he offered, gesturing to a cup already poured and waiting.

         I have thought often about that cup of tea. The grotesque civility of it—offering refreshment to a man you intend to destroy, performing hospitality while planning persecution. It was, I would learn, typical of the system. The cruelty was always wrapped in ceremony, the violence always preceded by politeness. They would offer you tea before they ordered you whipped. They would smile while they signed your death warrant.

         Ghanaatkar began to talk about espionage cases. He had handled many of them, he said. Sometimes the accused were genuinely guilty. But sometimes, and here his voice took on a sympathetic tone that chilled me, sometimes they were unwitting pawns, used by foreign intelligence services without their knowledge. Perhaps, he implied, that was my situation. Perhaps I had been manipulated into serving enemies I did not even know existed.

         I told him the truth. I had no information of value to anyone except conservationists. My work was transparent, coordinated with Iranian government agencies, published in scientific journals. I was not a spy. I had never been a spy. The accusation was absurd.

         He smiled his Cheshire smile. “Hopefully,” he said, “everything will be brought to light. Your case could be cleared up very soon.”

         I wanted to believe him. I needed to believe him. But that smile told me he was lying, that the outcome had already been decided, and this performance of judicial process was merely theater.

         
            * * *

         

         The interrogations began the day after I met Ghanaatkar.

         I was taken to a room I could not see, always blindfolded, led by guards whose footsteps I learned to distinguish by their rhythm and weight. The room had metal chairs, the kind you find in schools, with a writing surface attached to one arm. The chairs were hard and cold and uncomfortable, designed, I think, to keep the prisoner off-balance, unable to settle into any position that might allow relaxation or rest.

         I faced a wall. Behind me, voices shouted accusations I could not see coming. They called me a spy, a traitor, an enemy of the Islamic Republic. 24They demanded confessions I could not give because I had nothing to confess. The noise was disorienting, the slamming of metal doors timed to make me flinch, the sudden shifts from whispered threats to screamed abuse, the unpredictability designed to keep me perpetually afraid.

         And then came the violence.

         I felt something cold and sharp press against my neck—a syringe, or an object that was meant to feel like one. A voice behind me hissed that if I did not confess, he would inject air into my vein and that would be the end of me. I felt the point dimple my skin, felt the pressure increase until I was certain it would break through. I was sweating despite the cold of the room, my heart hammering so hard I could hear it in my ears.

         They did not inject me. Not that time. Instead, they brought out what sounded like electrical cables, clashing them together inches from my face, the crack and spark of metal on metal making me recoil. Later, a man who claimed to be a cleric with judicial authority read out an order for me to be lashed. He read it slowly, savoring each word, making sure I understood that this was not a bluff, that they had the power to do whatever they wished to my body.

         What they wanted was simple: a confession. An admission that I was a spy, that the foundation was a front for espionage, that the cameras we had placed in the wilderness to photograph wildlife were, instead, gathering intelligence on military installations. They had constructed a narrative, and they wanted me to validate it. The truth, that we were conservationists doing conservation work was irrelevant. They needed their story to be true, and so they would make me say it
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