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I dedicate this book to the women, men, and children of my homeland.

And in loving memory of the one from whom I learned everything—my teacher, Saber Atashin.





Author’s Note

This memoir is a reflection of my experiences and the way I recall the events that shaped my life. I am not a historian, and this memoir does not claim to be a definitive historical account.

To protect the privacy of individuals, some names and physical characteristics have been altered. In some instances, composite characters have been used to honor and preserve the essence of multiple individuals whose presence and influence were meaningful in my seven-decade journey, while respecting the inherent length limitations of a memoir. However, these changes do not apply to public figures, who are portrayed as accurately as memory and available records allow.

Conversations have been reconstructed from memory. While the exact words may not always be precise, the substance of the discussions, emotions, and arguments remains true to what was expressed and intended at the time. Every effort has been made to present an honest account of my life and the moments that defined it.





Part I






Chapter 1 The Committee of Vice and Virtue

September 29, 1980

I waited silently as he scribbled on the bottom of a busy page, hoping he would soon release me. His deep frown and tightened lips showed no sign of mercy.

“Who did you sing ‘Kooh’ [Mountain] for?” he asked without looking up.

Hours had gone by like this, hours of the same questions, hours of me wishing each one would be the last, hours of Kambiz sitting patiently—an uncommon sight for any eleven-year-old boy—next to my uncle.

“But, sir, I’ve already answered all of these in Evin Prison,” I said. “The interrogator there told me he had everything. I don’t understand why I’m here. I even signed the release form, accepting that I’d never again—”

“Answer the question,” he said, his eyes piercing straight at me through the dirty lens of his glasses.

“No one, sir,” I answered. “I didn’t sing ‘Kooh’ for anyone in particular.”

I knew better than to anger him. He quickly glanced at my hairline before returning to his notes. As he filled the page with black ink, I ran my fingers along my headscarf, making sure it covered every strand of hair. It was still new to me.

An hour before I entered this home with my uncle Farhang and my son, Kambiz, our neighborhood security guard, a sweet older man known as Mansour Khân, had called my mother’s home in a state of panic.

“Mrs. Googoosh, some men just came to see me from the Monkarât office!” he uttered, catching his breath between each word. “They said, ‘If Googoosh doesn’t show up by tomorrow afternoon like she was told to in that letter she got…’ ” He paused to catch his breath again. ‘Then we got orders to take her straight to the firing squad!’ ”

Fear rushed through me like a hurricane, uprooting and destroying the last bits of certainty I had since leaving Evin Prison. This was after all a new government branch designed to eradicate so-called monkarât, or societal vices. And as one of the most recognized female pop stars in the Shah’s Iran, I was a clear target for the new virtue police.

My uncle, who had stopped over at my mother’s for tea, offered to take me. I threw on a coat, covered my short hair with the newly mandatory headscarf, and hopped in his car with Kambiz. I should have left Kambiz with Mama. I wasn’t thinking.

As soon as we pulled up to the entrance, my stomach churned. I immediately recognized this extravagant house. It was Mr. Mesbahzadeh’s home, the cofounder and co-owner of Iran’s most influential newspaper, Kayhan. I had heard that his assets, including Kayhan, had been confiscated by the Islamic Revolutionary Court, but it was another thing to see his home transformed into a makeshift prison.

Initially, I hadn’t paid much attention to the address on the summons letter from the Monkarât. I didn’t think I would actually have to go. Saddam Hussein had just started a war with us, and I assumed they had more important matters to attend to.

Now, sitting here, in front of the interrogator and his cluttered desk, I couldn’t help but reflect that only a few years ago, I had stood in this same ballroom, in this very house on the exclusive stretch of Vozarâ Street, among Tehran’s elite. Men in crisp tuxedos, women in flowing gowns adorned with glimmering jewels, and children dressed in their finest all mingled beneath the dazzling crystal chandelier that sparkled like a constellation above us. Mostafa Mesbahzadeh had personally requested me to perform at his daughter’s birthday party, a celebration that rivaled the royal events I was accustomed to performing at, where world leaders and international stars filled the audience. It had never crossed my mind then, as I sang beneath that shimmering chandelier on such a joyous occasion, that I would one day be detained here. Mr. Mesbahzadeh had escaped to the United Kingdom, safe from a likely death sentence. His stunning home was now a bureau of the Revolution’s most repressive vanguard.

At first glance, everything looked the same in this grandiose villa, with its white polished stone facade, softened by ornamental flourishes reminiscent of sumptuous nineteenth-century Qajar palaces. The same walls, tall and imposing, still surrounded the property, but now they felt more like the walls of a fortress—not protecting those inside, but trapping them, like prison bars, guarding the world from whatever was hidden within. Their presence, once comforting, now felt heavy and menacing. Even the gate, once elegant, had lost its sense of welcome. And the same windows, those familiar eyes of the house, with the delicate arches above, that whispered of past grandeur, stood as they always had. But today their glass looked opaque, no longer inviting in the warm sunlight. And no one seemed to tend to the once-lush garden anymore. The beautiful rose beds were long gone, shriveled beneath shoots of wild weeds and tangled spiderwebs.

Inside was even more chilling. Revolutionary Guards stood in the former grand foyer with their heavy Kalashnikovs that overshadowed the majestic balustrades. Large desks and stacks of files occupied the former ballroom, which once echoed with joyous birthday cheers and melodies. Gone were the Persian carpets, the crystal chandeliers, and the European antiques, including the elegant Louis XVI chairs and the sumptuous console tables with their heavy marble tops. Even the walls had been stripped bare, ornamented here and there with dusty traces of large frames that had once hung proudly.

Uncle Farhang gently whispered something into Kambiz’s ear while placing his hand on my son’s little shoulder. I barely looked at Kambiz since we got here. I was terrified. If I looked into his eyes, the fear I fought so hard to bury would show. I couldn’t afford to worry about him—not now. I had to stay strong, for both of us. Any sign of weakness would only invite more scrutiny from the interrogator, and I wasn’t going to give him that, not even for a second.

“Why did you and Behrouz Vossoughi visit Bourguiba in Tunis, back in 1976?” he continued with a smug look on his face. “What was your purpose?”

I told him the truth. I had performed at the annual International Festival of Carthage, sharing the stage with some of the world’s most prominent musical acts. I had also been invited, for the second time, to perform for President Bourguiba’s birthday—the first leader of independent Tunisia. He liked my music.

A young armed guard then walked into the makeshift interrogation room. His hands quietly fumbled over his gun in its holster, reminding me of Kambiz playing with a new toy.

“Sir,” he said. “Hajj Agha Ansari asks to see you in his office.”

He must be referring to the sharia judge, I thought.

“Tell him I’m on my way,” the interrogator promptly replied, sending the young guard marching out with his weapon.

His pen barely left the surface of the paper. I couldn’t imagine what he was scribbling and underlining over and over. He occasionally lifted his left hand to wipe off the sweat trickling down his temples. The air was stale in this large room, filled with pungent notes of old and new perspiration. Gone were the savory and sweet aromas that had once traveled from the kitchen, and the fresh scent of roses that once breezed in through the large open windows.

“Who did you see at Hotel Râmsar, during President Sadat’s last visit with the Shah?” he asked, scratching his stubble that had become the signature look of new regime officials.

“I’m not sure if I was there during his last visit,” I replied, giving him the same response I had given during my interrogation in Tehran’s notorious Evin Prison seven months earlier.

He looked at his watch before diving back into the file, pen in hand, while the lamplight exposed the grease on his hair and face, as well as the stains on his dark brown suit, one size too big for him. His demeanor and disheveled appearance, typical of most zealous revolutionaries, were a stark contrast to the polished officials of the former regime. He then flipped through the black-ink-filled pages without really looking at them, like an actor shuffling with a prop while trying hard to remember his next lines, hoping not to raise the audience’s suspicions. He has nothing left to ask, I thought.

Minutes went by before he asked about my current living situation.

“Living with a new husband,” he said, referring to Homayoun in a scornful tone.

Homayoun Mesdaghi was my third husband. We had gotten married months earlier to prevent trouble with the Revolutionary Guards.

“But I’m staying alone with my mother these days,” I said. “You see, she’s terrified ever since those Iraqi jets blasted over the city and bombed Mehrabad Airport.”

“How about your father, Saber?” he asked without skipping a beat. “He still in Tehran?”

“Yes,” I answered.

Last I heard, Papa was still in Tehran, up to his usual business, without a care in the world for anyone, or any consequences.

Another guard entered the room. He seemed a little older than the last one, bigger, too, with a full beard. He went directly behind the desk and whispered into his superior’s ear.

“Abolfazl, tell Hajj Agha I’m on my way,” the interrogator responded before dismissing him with a quick hand gesture.

Abolfazl meant “father of virtue” in Arabic. I wondered if his parents had dreamed that he would one day work for something like the Monkarât. Maybe it wasn’t even his real name. They never used their real names. The interrogator hadn’t even bothered to introduce himself earlier.

The interrogator placed the scribbled pages back into the file, which he then stacked on top of a towering pile of folders. As he got up from his chair, I naturally followed, signaling to my uncle and Kambiz that we were finally free to go—it must’ve been 7 or 8 p.m. He stopped me.

“You stay here,” he ordered.

“I’m sorry?”

“You stay here until this file is complete,” he said deliberately.

“But why? On what grounds? What warrant?” my uncle protested as the interrogator walked past him toward the door. “Googoosh will come back whenever you want! I’ll see to it myself!”

“I went four times to Evin Prison for interrogations, every time they needed me,” I said as my heart pounded against my rib cage. “I can’t leave my son and mother alone. I’m all they’ve got!”

He turned his back to us and called for one of the guards stationed in the main foyer.

My ears started ringing. I helplessly watched as Kambiz cried in confusion, his small body trembling as my uncle begged for my release. The young guard firmly gripped my uncle’s arm, paying no attention to my little boy between them. With a rough shove, he pushed Uncle Farhang toward the door, forcing Kambiz to stumble forward along with him. My son’s cries grew louder, while the guard, unmoved, continued to push them out into the hallway. My heart pounded as I stood frozen, unable to move, unable to help. Shortly after, two armed Revolutionary Guards entered the room. This time they were here for me. They had been ordered to take me downstairs, to the basement.

The entrance to the stairwell was in the grand foyer, but I had never noticed it before. The sweeping staircases leading upstairs, with their elegant curves and polished balustrades, drew all the attention, making it easy to overlook the understated doorway tucked beneath the grandeur. As I stepped onto the wide, unembellished stairwell leading straight down to the basement, the air grew colder, the stone steps devoid of warmth as they vanished into the shadows below. I could barely see, reaching down cautiously with the tips of my toes, feeling my way into the dim unknown. The ringing in my ears was replaced by a woman’s scream in the distance. Her screams, translating an extreme pain whose origin I dared not even imagine, grew louder with each step downward. Then a man began shrieking. My knees were going to buckle any moment.

There has to be a way out, I thought. Maybe if I ran fast enough, I could make it back to the street?

There were two dim-lit narrow corridors at the bottom of the stairs. I was escorted into the one on the right. I couldn’t see anything, except for shadows, shadows that moved, shouted, whispered, and wept. The air was thick with noise, yet it was hard to tell how many people were down here. The guards led me into a small room with a tiny window just below the ceiling and locked the steel-barred door before disappearing.

It was dark and stuffy. I could taste the mold in the air. The room was very small and bare, with only a carpet to sleep on. It must have been part of the maids’ quarters at one time, before the revolution. It had enough space for a single bed and a side table, but they were all gone. My legs shook, but I couldn’t sit still. I hadn’t felt this terrified since my second interrogation at Evin Prison, when they had first blindfolded me. I wasn’t afraid of dying. No. I had accepted that possibility the moment I boarded the plane in New York a year earlier. But I was terrified of torture. You get executed only once, but torture slowly eats away at you.

Everyone warned me not to come back, I thought as the other prisoners’ cries echoed in the distance. I wanted to yell for help, but no one would hear me, no one but the shadows. The room started spinning. I couldn’t breathe. As I gasped for air, a scene from Bruce Lee’s 1973 film, Enter the Dragon, flashed before my eyes. Lee’s character has just fought off some bad guys in an obscure underground location when he reaches a room where three hidden metal doors come smashing down from above, one by one, trapping him. Seeing that he’s trapped, he sits on the ground with his legs crossed and his nunchaku placed around his neck and waits patiently for what’s to come. He does nothing. This image suddenly sent a calm wave over and through me. I sat on the ground and breathed deeply from my lungs, something I had learned to do when singing. It was working. I loosened my headscarf and rested against the wall, doing nothing.

Several times, as the cries momentarily subsided, I thought I heard footsteps. Perhaps it had just been a rat, rummaging for scraps of food. An hour or two passed and I looked out the window, hoping for a sign that morning was nearing. But it was still hopelessly dark outside. Beyond these walls people were still asleep in their beds, ignoring this former home and its new tenants. I had been one of them twenty-four hours ago, blissfully ignorant of my fate.

I wondered whether Mama had told Homayoun yet. A part of me was relieved that he hadn’t accompanied me here. Of course he would have been worried for me, but he would have been terrified that they would turn their focus on him and his demons. Besides, it was my problem; he had begged me to stay in New York, far from all of this. But I hadn’t listened.

I struggled to keep my eyes open, but I couldn’t fight off sleep any longer. I had to let go. I drifted off into a semiconscious state, far from these four walls. Names, faces, words, and sentences entered my mind like a train passing through a deserted station.

Loud footsteps jolted me out of my reverie.

“Don’t stop!” a man shouted. “Walk faster, you piece of shit!”

The footsteps entered the narrow corridor, accompanied by heavy breathing. The sounds of keys clinking against one another and a woman whimpering echoed all the way to my room. A door was unlocked.

“You think you’re tough, huh?” the man said as the door opened. “I’ll get you to spit it out soon enough, you kessâfat [scum]!”

The door was quickly slammed shut, shaking the ground. I listened carefully, terrified that the footsteps were now coming for me. They didn’t. They left behind a new prisoner, who was shouting and moaning in pain, her voice echoing through the narrow corridors.

I tried my best to ignore all the screaming. I covered my ears with my hands. I could still hear them. I pulled on the sides of my headscarf and bunched them into my ears like earplugs. Useless. I moved to the farthest corner of the room, only a few steps from where I had been sitting. There was nothing I could do to shield myself from the bloodcurdling screams. They reverberated all the way to my core, like an electric shock.

When they slowly subsided, the throbbing in my head increased. If only I had taken my pills. I had been getting migraines ever since Evin, so I always carried painkillers. In my haste, I’d forgotten them, just like I had forgotten my cigarettes. The more I thought about it, the more excruciating the pain became. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine myself somewhere that brought me comfort: the gray shores of the emerald Caspian Sea.

I tried to imagine the humidity enveloping my skin, the intoxicating sea breeze, often mixed with the scent of wood burning nearby, gently blowing through my hair. I tried to remember how it felt stepping barefoot into the water, how the waves seemed to pull you in, how sticky crustaceans gathered around you, curious. I loved the water. I always had. From a very young age, Papa used to take me with him into the sea whenever we toured across the northern coast. He would take me to the beach and into the choppy water between practices and performances. As soon as we got to the shore, we would run across the sand and jump into the water with all our might. Papa was a child at heart. He never wanted to grow up. Children loved him for that. Back then, I loved him for that.

I didn’t know how to swim at first, so I would hold on to Papa’s muscular neck and giggle as the waves danced with us. I only had my first swimming lesson when I turned five. Miss Violette was my teacher. She was an Austrian trapeze artist who—like us—was scheduled late nights at Tehran’s Cabaret Shokoofeh No. Papa must have run into her backstage before one of our shows and somehow explained to her in his broken English that I didn’t know how to swim, possibly with his charming smile that many women found irresistible. He loved women and they loved him back, with his athletic build, warm brown eyes, fair skin, thick arching eyebrows, and contagious smile. His charms must have worked, as Miss Violette offered to take me on as her pupil. Her Persian wasn’t good, nor was my English, but by then I was a home-trained acrobat; I knew how to imitate and memorize movements. I followed her every move. I couldn’t get enough.

I cherished my time with Papa in the sea. He was all I had after Mama left. And nothing could keep me out of the water, not even a towering wave that came crashing down on me, tearing my right eardrum.

Another painful cry shook me from my daydream and brought me back to these four walls. There was no getting away. I turned to music.

I recalled in my mind the songs that I had learned on the road with Papa. They were the popular traditional songs with melancholic words sung by the greats like Marzieh, Delkash, and Pouran, who, unbeknownst to them, had been my first vocal teachers. They were also the Azerbaijâni folk dances and operettas with lively tempos that Papa and I used to perform together. He loved those folk songs. They reminded him of home, of the western Azerbaijâni province of Iran, where he and Mama had met before they left for Tehran.

I always came back to these songs, from the heart-wrenching ballads to the more upbeat ones. I sang them on my toughest days, when I missed my mother, when I lived under the same roof as my stepmother with her constant wrath, or when I lost my very best friend, my brother, my Fery. It was as though these songs had been ingrained into my soul and spoke directly to my deepest pain, pain that I was otherwise unable to put into words.

Zoya Zakarian’s lyrics floated into my mind, lyrics that she had written for me three years ago, in 1977, right after a trip we had taken together to India. The song was going to be called “Empty Stage.” It painfully depicted the fleeting nature of fame, from being revered one day to facing an empty auditorium the next. When I first read it, I jokingly told her that it was too early for me to sing it, that I should wait until my retirement. I was only twenty-six then. The joke was on me, I thought as her words resonated throughout my body.

“I cannot believe that in the peak of my flight, my wings are withering away.”





Chapter 2 Becoming Googoosh

My parents called me Googoosh from the moment I was born. They had made some Armenian friends in the earlier days of their marriage, the happier days, with names like Lidoush, Minoush, and Googoosh. They liked the ring of the two melodious syllables put together and didn’t mind that it was a boy’s name. When Papa went to apply for my birth certificate, no less than eighteen months later, they told him that they couldn’t register a non-Iranian and non-Muslim name. So my first name was officially Faegheh (Victorious), but everyone called me Googoosh. No one ever called me Faegheh Atashin or Googoosh Atashin, just Googoosh.

Mama and Papa were both from Iran’s West Azerbaijân province. They were bilingual in Azeri Turkish and Persian like most Iranian Azerbaijânis, but always spoke Azeri Turkish at home. Their Azeri accent was thick when they spoke Persian, which may have limited Papa’s acting career in those days. Their mutual love for Azeri language, food, music, and dance served as a bridge connecting two individuals from completely different social worlds.

My mother, Nasrin, came from a family of doctors and engineers, while Saber was born into a humble family that was barely literate. Mama’s family lived in the city of Miandoâb, the region’s capital, while Papa’s family resided in a small village (whose name I can’t recall). Mama was spoiled by her parents, especially her father, Gholi Sobhi, a successful mechanical engineer. Papa worked odd jobs from childhood to help put food on his family’s table, and his mother died when he was young—I remember Mama, or maybe Uncle Nader’s wife, once hinted that my paternal grandmother had likely committed suicide after her husband took on a second wife. Mama’s parents were staunch communists, while Papa’s were Shia Muslim.

In 1945, at the outset of the Cold War, my grandfather Gholi Sobhi was appointed as a colonel in the Azerbaijân People’s Government (APG), a short-lived and unrecognized secessionist state. The Soviet Union, reluctant to relinquish its occupation of northern Azerbaijân after taking control during World War II, supported the creation of this puppet government as part of its broader strategy to maintain influence in the region. When the recently formed APG was defeated by the Iranian army in a bloody battle a year later, my grandfather and other APG leaders were arrested and sentenced to death for treason. Mama was fourteen years old at the time, the oldest of three siblings. A year after his execution, the three siblings and their mother, Mahboubeh, were banished from Iran’s West Azerbaijân province, and sentenced to live in exile in Tehran.

Mr. Kousheshi, an old family friend who owned a sugar factory in Miandoâb, promised my grandmother that he would find someone to safely accompany them to the capital—anything could happen to a lone woman traveling more than 385 miles with her three children. He called my father. Papa must have been around twenty years old at the time, having recently returned from the USSR, perhaps Soviet Azerbaijân, where he had been educated and trained as an acrobat, leaving him able to read and write only in Russian. To make ends meet, he worked part-time at the sugar factory while also teaching sports at a local school. Papa had visited Tehran before. His older maternal uncle, whom the family called Dâyi (which literally translates to “maternal uncle”), moved there for its improved economic opportunities like many Iranian Azerbaijânis and members of other ethnic groups. So Papa accepted the task to travel down south with this despairing family. It was perhaps the only selfless thing he ever did in his life.

Papa and Mama had been total strangers, but were to pretend they were engaged in order to avoid any unnecessary trouble—it was socially unacceptable for a man and a young woman to travel together out of wedlock. When they arrived in Tehran after three grueling days on the road, they were greeted by the police on Sepah Street. Mahboubeh and her children were put under arrest in a nearby hotel as part of her punishment. Papa rushed to Dâyi’s home and convinced him to speak to the police. The police agreed to free them provided that they would live with Dâyi, their guarantor. Dâyi and his wife and their three children took them in until my grandmother found a job at the Soviet Hospital of Tehran and could afford an apartment. Papa also decided to stay.

Only a year later, the fake couple were madly in love and married. Uncle Farhang once said that their marriage would have been impossible had it not been for my grandfather’s execution. After all, Gholi Sobhi always wanted the best for his daughter: the best toys, the best clothes, the best private music instructor, the best education. A struggling entertainer would not have made the cut. But knowing Mama, she would have probably gotten her way.

It was easy to imagine my younger, teenage mother falling for my father’s charming youthful smile and his exuberance. Uncle Farhang told me that before I was born, Papa used to take Mama on tour with him and have her sing onstage.

“She had a lovely voice,” Uncle Farhang said. “She even seemed to enjoy it.”

But all that stopped once they had children. Their first born was a boy named Farrokh. He died when he was about one, from a common illness. I was born not long after, on May 5, 1950, followed by my baby brother, Fereydoun, or Fery, as we called him. In those early days, with an infant and a toddler at home, Papa was either away traveling for work with a troupe of entertainers or out buying rounds of drinks for friends. He was reckless with his money. He barely saved enough to cover our household expenses, including the rent for our one-bedroom apartment on Sarcheshmeh Street, in a middle-class neighborhood. The constant financial stress coupled with all those new responsibilities were just too much for Mama to handle by herself. She was only eighteen years old, and she had been pampered her whole life until then. I suspect that Papa’s flirtatious nature didn’t help ease matters, either.

I must have been two when Mama left. She took Fery with her. He was six months old, and she was still nursing him. Legally, she couldn’t take me, although I didn’t know it at the time. Men were automatically granted full child custody until 1975, when the Family Protection Law expanded women’s rights to divorce and custody. I never understood how difficult it must have been for her to walk out that door on me, until twenty years later, in 1972, when I would face the same devastating decision to end my first marriage and leave my son.

I can’t recall much about Mama from those early days, but I remember how deeply I missed her, all those knots in my stomach. Papa didn’t like to talk about her—or anything personal. He must have had enough of me asking for her. One day, a few months after she had left, he told me that she was dead. I never asked about her again.

Papa worked odd hours and toured across the country with various troupes. He didn’t know what to do with me. He couldn’t depend on his younger brother, Nader, a struggling entertainer like himself. He couldn’t call on Dâyi, either, who was busy supporting his grown children and grandchildren. I remember the first day Papa took me to work, not too long after Mama left. It must have been at a cabaret on the buzzing Lâlehzâr Street—one of the city’s oldest and most historic streets, once considered Tehran’s own Champs-Élysées, a vibrant hub of culture and modernity in the heart of the city, lined with theaters, cafés, cinemas, and shops that evoked the glamour of Paris. We went onstage, and Papa sat me on top of a chair and told me to sit still. Before I knew it, he flipped another chair, placing its backrest on his strong chin. Then, with effortless strength, he lifted me and my chair, and balanced us on the feet of the upside-down chair as he stood up. Papa was a relatively tall man, and my chair was so high up that my head nearly hit the ceiling. But he knew what he was doing. He had carefully measured everything. When I looked all the way down, I saw a sea of wide eyes staring up at me as Papa balanced the weight of both chairs on his chin while I clung to the top one. They held their breath and waited in complete silence. Every muscle in my body tensed. Seconds felt like an eternity. Finally, Papa slowly began to lower me gently toward the ground. When my feet touched the floor, the audience sighed in relief before they erupted into roaring applause. I had survived. And we were a hit.

We left our apartment and lived like nomads, staying either at Papa’s friends’ places, at some cheap hotel, or with Uncle Nader at his girlfriend’s apartment. When Fery was a little older, he sometimes joined us before disappearing again—there must have been some arrangement between Papa and Mama, all while I had been led to believe that she was dead. At some point Papa and I went on tour with a troupe of acrobats, singers, and dancers. For weeks, we traveled across the country, including Shomâl, the northern coastal provinces, where I first saw the sea. Papa would sit me on the chair and amaze the audience with his precision and strength. And I trusted him. One day, I slipped. I don’t know if it was me or Papa that had lost balance. As I plunged headfirst toward the ground, Papa magically caught me in midair, grabbing onto my little ponytail. After that, and for the longest time, I refused to sit on that chair. But Papa found other acrobatic acts for me to do. He made sure I learned all the new routines, no matter how long it took. We practiced every day and performed in the evening.

From very early on, I always loved watching the singers perform. Standing behind the curtains, I carefully watched as Mahvash, applauded as the singer of the people in the 1950s, captivated the audience; Ghazaal, whose melodious voice carried the soul of traditional Persian music, mesmerized the crowd; Jebeli, a popular singer who skillfully fused Arabic-inspired singing techniques with the melancholic beauty of Persian lyrics; Delkash, the legendary vocalist with a voice full of longing and passion, sang with unmatched grace; Pouran, a celebrated singer, held the audience in awe with her heartfelt performances; and Viguen, the “Sultan of Pop,” whose songs blended Western influence with Persian spirit, lit up the stage with his electric charisma. I was too young to understand what they were saying, but I loved how the lyrics flowed along with the incredible melodies, especially Viguen’s upbeat rhythm that was revolutionary at the time—he was the first to introduce pop music to Iran. They sounded like stories, stories that made me feel good. I absorbed everything, including the different rhythms, styles, notes, their dips, and their rises, the breaks in their voices. I learned the songs, the movements and hand gestures, and imitated them.

I was about three years old when Papa first overheard me singing, months after he had made me his stage partner. He placed me in the spotlight that same day, on top of a box so that my mouth could reach the microphone (it was still a little too high). “Azizam,” he said, “if you sing this song, then I’ll buy you a toy.” He bought me a baby doll that first time. But he rarely delivered after that.

I would sing alone in most of our acts while Papa accompanied me with what we called a tempo, a hand drum. I was nervous at first, receiving all that attention from the audience. But it quickly became natural after performing day after day. I came to see the stage as my playground and the audience as benevolent spectators. I remember a summer night when I was four or five, singing at an outdoor seasonal café-restaurant called Baastaani on Shemirân Road while grasshoppers leapt by my feet under the spotlight. I carefully picked one up in my hand, like it was my tiny pet, all while singing my heart out.

When I was five years old, we regularly performed at night at Cabaret Shokoofeh No. It was a big deal. Iran didn’t have large concert venues or music festivals like Woodstock. Instead, performers competed for recurring spots in Tehran’s glamorous cabarets, like Cabaret Shokoofeh No, which were akin to the prestigious nightclubs and jazz clubs of 1950s New York City. I would fall asleep backstage until Papa woke me up at around 9 or 10 p.m. I would then find myself standing in front of well-dressed grown-ups in stylish, Western-influenced fashion. They were seated at tables with luxurious arrangements, their dinner plates, and beverages (often alcoholic), with colorful lighting bouncing off the venue’s lavish ornaments and through the thick hovering cigarette smoke. At times, I spotted older children fidgeting in their seats or struggling to stay awake at their table. Papa would ask me to sing songs I had learned listening to the radio, songs in Persian, English, Spanish, Arabic, and Azeri. I was barely old enough to pronounce most words in my mother tongue, let alone from another language, so I made up words. I would sing from my belly, not knowing any better without any training, and would quickly run out of breath. That left me no choice but to skip some notes. Back then the audience didn’t seem to mind; it was entertaining enough to watch a little girl in a little dress, with a ponytail, standing on top of a box and singing a famous Mâzandarâni song like “Ranâ Jân” (Dear Ranâ), about a man declaring his love to a woman named Ranâ.

My career as a child performer began to flourish amid a wave of cultural change. Growing up in the 1950s and ’60s, I witnessed the final stages of Tehran’s transformation into a cosmopolitan city, fueled by the economic boom—driven by the expansion of the oil industry and the Shah’s modernization efforts, including the 1963 White Revolution, which sparked further urban migration from rural areas.

Even before I was born, Tehran—like Isfahan, Shiraz, and Abadan—had already embraced Western influences, from European modern architecture to fashion and music that became popular among the growing middle class. Cinema continued to play a significant role in this cultural shift during my childhood, with films like Federico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita, Alfred Hitchcock’s Vertigo, and Billy Wilder’s Some Like It Hot capturing people’s imaginations and opening them up to new worlds. Women dressed as fashionably as those in Paris or New York walked alongside women in traditional, colorful chadors. Intellectuals and artists flocked to the new universities and cultural institutions. The streets buzzed with life, with new shopping centers, cinemas, and cafés. Diplomatic ties and international businesses brought expatriates from abroad, turning Tehran into a global hub in the Middle East. The fusion of traditional Persian culture and modernity not only shaped the city but also deeply influenced my taste, style, and performances.

Yet, despite Tehran’s growing cosmopolitanism, it was still scandalous for a child my age to be singing in cabarets—I was the only child in all of Iran doing so—just as it would have been anywhere in the world. Even New Yorkers would be shocked by a child that young performing late at night in a sophisticated nightclub.

At school, most of the kids avoided me like the plague. Some of the girls would even taunt me: “You work at night!” “You fatherless, motherless thing!” The parents must have told their daughters to stay away. Not only was I in the entertainment business, which was considered lower class, but I also worked in the nightlife, where adults would come to be entertained and drink. These parents might have found me more acceptable if I performed only for children, which I did on Friday mornings (the second day of our weekend) at the cinema, singing for the young audience before the screenings along with other performers, like Viguen’s nieces, Alice and Bella, or Hamid Ebadi.

I remember even before school, when I was five years old, some policemen once had some harsh words with Papa. I think we were at the police station. I only recall not understanding why they were so upset, especially since Papa never forced me to do anything. Of course, they were right to be concerned. I wasn’t even fully potty-trained the first year of my career—I must have peed myself more than a handful of times, prompting Papa to teach me a code that would let him know it was urgent. I was far too young to be working like that, late at night. But even then, I desperately needed the stage. Music became my everything. It somehow helped me feel less sad about Mama. It made Papa proud of me. The stage was my make-believe world where nothing bad could ever happen.

Around the same period, when I was five, Mama came back in my life without any explanation. It was a different era then. Children only spoke when spoken to, and adults didn’t feel the need to explain things to their children, at least not in my family. I don’t know how it even happened. Papa was remarried at the time (although this marriage wouldn’t last more than a year) and just had a son, Adel. Perhaps this made him more forgiving toward Mama. There is a picture of Mama and me from those days. She’s embracing me while we look into the camera. Mama was smiling. I wasn’t. I didn’t want anything to do with her. She had abandoned me, and Papa had lied to me. But I didn’t say a word. I learned to keep it all in, like my father.

After a few months, I let go of the anger. I think it was thanks to my grandmother Mahboubeh, or Bahbah, as we called her. I loved her so much, with her light brown eyes that radiated warmth and compassion. I remember her long, beautiful white hair that she always tied neatly back. She was short with a sturdy build, like Mama, but unlike my mother, Bahbah never held back her affection. She used to shower me with hugs and kisses—I could never get enough of them. Bahbah spoke Russian, Azeri, and some Persian, but always Azeri to Fery and me. I loved listening to her soothing voice, especially as I was about to fall asleep while gently pinching the creases of her smooth neck in lieu of a blankie.

She would bring me empty medical containers to play with from her work at the Soviet Hospital of Tehran, where she was either a dentist or a dental assistant. I didn’t have toys, so I cherished these plastic containers. I built a pretend world with them, one with a house, and cars, and a loving family with two parents and their kids. Sometimes I would let Fery play, until he would start smashing them against one another—he was only three and a half years old then.

I think Bahbah’s love and affection made it easier for me to let Mama back in. Bahbah taught me a lot about my mother, that she had a good sense of humor but was also direct and often blunt. My mother was a tough-love kind of person. Life made her this way, having witnessed her adoring father’s public execution at such a young age. I let go of the past and was just happy to be around her. I remember Papa would drop me off at Mama and Bahbah’s apartment whenever I had some time off, or when we got back from touring. I was happier those days. I smiled more. Then Papa married Mouness.

I was seven years old when Mouness entered our lives. She must have been around Mama’s age, in her later twenties. She was pretty with big brown eyes that sloped down slightly at the outer corners, thick arching eyebrows, and perfectly coiffed dark hair, carefully pinned behind her ears. She seemed nice enough, too, especially since she looked a bit like our cherished singer Mahvash, who had been very affectionate with me when I was younger on tour with Papa. Mouness came from Rasht, the largest Iranian city near the Caspian Sea. She had a thick Rashti accent whose melody I greatly enjoyed, at least at first.

By the time I was eight, Mouness had completely banned Mama from our lives. She couldn’t even bear to hear my mother’s name. Perhaps some part of her sensed how much Papa had once loved Mama, and how heartbroken he was when she left.

I struggled with Mama’s absence again. This time, I knew to stop asking for her early on, accepting that this was just my life. I kept it all inside while I was busy with work, touring, school, and all the household chores in between. I enjoyed studying, especially spelling and dictation—I was really good at it—but I hated constantly changing schools. Whether we were on tour, staying for months in Isfahan or Mashhad with a theater group, or moving to a new neighborhood in Tehran, I rarely got to know my teachers or had the chance to form lasting friendships. I also had to quickly adapt to each new class’s level, which was challenging, but I managed because I genuinely loved learning.

I wasn’t just missing Mama this second time around, I was also dealing with Mouness’s violent mood swings and cruelty. As usual, I poured all of my anger, pain, and sadness into my work, including in my first role in a feature film. I was eight years old when Iraqi-born filmmaker Gorji Ebadia hired me as a lead in one of his first films, Bim va Omid (Fear and Hope). Mr. Ebadia was kind and had an Arabic accent when he spoke. I don’t know the details of how he came to hire me. We didn’t have the equivalent of Hollywood with film studios and movie lots where you would go to audition in front of casting directors. But I was certainly the only child my age in Iran known for singing onstage and on the radio—the only one to become the family’s sole breadwinner through this line of work.

I was nine when I played in my second feature film, also by Gorji Ebadia—he appreciated my professionalism and that I carefully executed all of his directions. Fereshte-ye Farâri (The Runaway Angel) is about the misadventures of a girl named Mina who runs away from home when she mistakenly believes she has killed her father after pulling on a factory lever she was told not to touch. There’s a scene at the beginning of the film where Mina breaks down, crying alone in her shared bedroom with her father, begging God to return her mother, whom she had never met. Mr. Ebadia asked me to pretend to cry while singing: “Koja rafti maman? Bia pisham maman [Where did you go mommy? Come back to me mommy].” But I didn’t have to pretend anything. Mina’s pain was equally mine.

I loved acting as much as I loved watching films. I played in twenty-nine films in over two decades. It was fun and challenging with all of the required range of emotions and dialogue. But music above all was my refuge. I was driven to become the best singer I could be. My voice was the only thing I had some control over. I always knew I didn’t have an exceptional voice, even as a child, listening to some of the greats. From very early on I worked hard to find the best techniques that would complement my voice. I imitated my favorite singers until I was fourteen or fifteen, when I learned how to sing from the throat and from the back of the nose thanks to a couple of private lessons from our beloved soprano Monir Vakili. I was no longer breathless in between notes. A few years later, after signing a music recording contract in Paris with the famous producer Eddie Barclay, I had three lessons with a French vocal teacher. She taught me how to sing from my chest and abdomen, how to control my breathing when singing, and the importance of articulating every single word. I practiced each new technique for days and weeks, from morning to night, just as I did with the acrobatic routines as a toddler, until it became pure muscle memory. Every single performance was an opportunity to sing better than the last time.

My first record, “Ghesse-ye Vafa” (Story of Loyalty), a song written for me by Iraj Janatie Ataie, composed by Parviz Maghsadi, was released when I was sixteen. Until then, I had only covered famous songs. I couldn’t wait to perform my original song at the next Honar Barâye Mardom (Art for the People). It was a weekly TV and radio show where famous singers were hired by “Radio Iran” to perform for specific groups—university students, workers, hospital patients and staff, schoolteachers, and others. The crowd booed my song, shouting out names of other songs they wanted me to sing. Clearly, they didn’t like the unfamiliar tune. But what if, deep down, they simply couldn’t see me as a singer in my own right—someone beyond the echoes of others’ hits? The thought broke my heart. Yet, when it aired on the radio, everything changed. People rushed to buy my record, connecting deeply with the heartbreaking lyrics. It became a massive hit and, almost immediately, people stopped seeing me as Googoosh, the child star, and began recognizing me as a serious artist.

With each new song, each performance, I pushed the boundaries. I went bolder. I took from the West. I took from the East. I went for colors. I sang over psychedelic-funk-electrifying beats. I danced and sang the samba. I wore miniskirts and traditional Indian saris. I sported a boyish haircut and the long-feathered hairstyle. I recorded painfully tragic Persian romantic ballads set to pulsating beats, and with each successive release, my fan base grew. Over eleven years, I accumulated more than forty hit records. I frequently sang for the royal family and for visiting foreign heads of state. I headlined numerous music festivals in France, Italy, and Tunisia alongside incredible artists such as Ray Charles, Tina Turner, Charles Aznavour, Sylvie Vartan, Julien Clerc, Peppino di Capri, and Ajda Pekkan.

I became Googoosh, Iran’s biggest pop star, not because I wanted to, but because I had to. The stage was the one place in my life where I had full control and where all my pain disappeared. It was my therapy. But none of it mattered now. Sitting in this basement, I knew it was all over. They were going to take Googoosh away from me.





Chapter 3 The New Order

Day 1, Late Night

I could see stars glimmering in the distance through the small window across from the steel-barred door. I could make out branches swaying outside, in the cold night breeze. I wondered if anyone could see this window just large enough for a cat to crawl through—or if anyone could hear the cries.

Footsteps returned, hours after their last visit. This time, they brought someone to my room. A woman. As the footsteps disappeared, she stood in front of the door, her back toward me, sobbing. When she finally turned around, I couldn’t see her face, but I could tell she was shaking, just as I had when they brought me in.

She sat on the ground, her back resting on the opposite wall, right next to the steel-barred door; the same spot I had first sat in. The faint light coming through the hallway showed tears streaming down her cheeks. She looked my way without really looking. I did the same, afraid of what I might discover. She then buried her face in her hands, her headscarf slowly slipping off.

I couldn’t tell what time it was or how many minutes she had been sitting huddled up across from me. A sudden burning sensation shot down my leg from my lower back, making me nearly jolt up from the ground. It was my sciatica, that’s what the doctor called it. The pain was still foreign to me, even though I had been living with it for the past year, ever since I had returned to Iran. I moaned out loud, the pain was too intense to endure quietly.

“Googoosh, is that you?” the woman whispered.

I hesitated as I massaged my lower back. Before the revolution, frustrated and suffocated by my lack of privacy, I sometimes lied to people who would recognize me, saying that I had been cursed to look like her. But times had changed. People now stayed as far as possible from Googoosh, as though she were a leper. Many people I once considered friends ignored my calls, leaving me in silence. Who could blame them? Association with the old world had cost countless lives.

“Is that you?” she insisted.

I recognized that soft voice, its unique pitch and timbre. I looked up. I knew those kind brown eyes, despite the puffiness from all the crying, those arching eyebrows, and her small, chiseled nose. It was Marjan, a singer and film actress close in age to me.

We embraced like long-lost friends even though we had only ever been friendly acquaintances. She sobbed and shivered in my arms.

“What happened to you?” I whispered. “Did they hurt you?”

“They stormed into our house! In the middle of the night!” she said, her voice raised and her body trembling. “They threw all our stuff upside down, looking for something, anything. Our little boy was terrified!” She paused to catch her breath. “They grabbed one of my personal photo albums and said I was under arrest. I don’t understand!”

I urged her to sit back down, next to me. She took a few deep breaths and closed her eyes. I could then feel her body relaxing. The room felt a little less cold.

I must have last seen her two or three years ago, on the set of Rangarang, a popular television variety show. Or was it for the taping of the Shah’s birthday celebration? Or the celebration of Imam Reza? No, it must have been seven years ago, in 1973, at the party held by a trendy women’s magazine at Tehran’s Intercontinental Hotel. When we had first met in 1972, she was a successful actress, but no one knew about her musical talents. I was stunned when I heard her sing a year or two later. I hadn’t expected such a lovely voice. It was soft, but strong.

“What about you?” she asked, her voice trembling a little less. “Why didn’t you leave the country when you had the chance?”

“I did,” I replied. “But I came back.”

“Why on earth did you come back?”

My trip to the U.S. was supposed to last just a couple of months. Instead, it stretched into six—six long months far from home, where I heard of the arrests and executions of friends and acquaintances via BBC Persian radio. Six months of falling deeper into a dark abyss, unsure if I would ever see the people I loved again.

The simplest answer, I told her, was that I had returned because Mama insisted.

“Googi,” Mama said, using the nickname all my closest friends and family called me, “you need to come back.”

Mama called me in New York City every day like this, ever since the Shah’s regime toppled earlier in February of 1979. She was anxious that the newly established Islamic revolutionary government would seize my home, just as they had with all the vacant properties left behind by owners forced to flee. Then one day, sometime in April or May of 1979, she called me in a frantic state. It was 4 a.m. for me.

“They ransacked your house! They took everything!” she shouted into the telephone receiver, her voice trembling with anger.

Her words felt like a blow to my chest. This was my home, the first place I had ever bought for myself, alone, with my hard-earned money.

“Everything but the car!” she added in a defiant tone.

Mama had hidden my new brown Jeep Renegade. I was a little relieved. But more than anything I was worried Mama was going to get her stubborn self into serious trouble.

“Mama, please don’t do anything,” I pleaded. “You know they couldn’t have taken much. At most, they’ve taken the television, my iron, and vacuum.”

No one knew I was broke.

“Googi, come before it’s too late!” Mama insisted. “Don’t say I didn’t tell you so.”

All my friends had urged me to stay in the U.S. Wild rumors had spread in Tehran, claiming that I was sâvâki, a member of the Shah’s feared secret police. They even said that I had once tortured Ayatollah Taleghani, a Shia cleric and one of the leaders of the revolution. Homayoun’s mother also heard these rumors. She called him every day, too, begging him to go back without me—she was blissfully unaware of what her son had been doing to himself, and to me, throughout these months in the U.S.

“But they’re saying I’m tâghouti,” I protested. “Everyone’s telling me not to come, that I’ll be executed.”

The revolutionaries were branding anyone they deemed un-Islamic, Westernized, or pro-monarchy as tâghouti, satanic. It was like having a target on your back.

“Rubbish!” Mama shot back.

But I didn’t return just for Mama’s sake, or for my house. I was playing with fire. I was slowly dying in NYC, far from my home, far from my child and everyone I loved, day after day, hour after hour, minute after minute. I decided that I would rather die in my homeland.

Mama was right. They didn’t execute me. No. They only summoned me to Evin Prison four times for interrogations and confiscated my passport and the deed to my home. And here I was now, sitting in this basement.

Marjan took my hand, hers were no longer shaking, and said in her sweet soft tone, “Imagine if someone had told us two years ago that you and I would one day be imprisoned, in the same cell.”

I never could have imagined, in the early half of 1978, that a revolution was silently brewing, one that would soon engulf the entire country and turn my life upside down. When I left for the U.S. in late September of 1978, right after the Shah’s prime minister declared martial law amid the chaos, I naively kept thinking that everything was going to go back to normal. I was also grappling with my own personal turmoil. I had just learned that my manager had secretly cleared my bank account. He stole everything from me. So I was broke, despite being one of the highest-paid performers, even among my male peers. The entire entertainment industry had shut down due to the anti-Shah riots and strikes, and I was out of work. I was desperate to find a way to pay for another year of Kambiz’s prestigious Swiss boarding school, Le Rosey. I had sent him there a couple of years earlier with the hope of giving him the best education money could afford—I also wanted to shield him from all the media attention surrounding the breakdown of my second marriage to Behrouz Vossoughi.

I had a little bit of savings left in a French bank account, so I flew to Paris with Homayoun, whom I had been romantically involved with for six months. I then went alone to visit Kambiz in the Swiss Alps. When I got back to Paris, my friend Pouran, the same eminent pop sonati singer I grew up listening to, called. She asked that I perform at the upcoming opening of their new Iranian cabaret in Los Angeles, Cabaret Colbeh. I remembered thinking how this gig was a blessing, because I’d make enough to cover the rest of the tuition while things settled back home and the police hunted for my manager.

I was so clueless, I thought before responding to Marjan.

“I would’ve asked that person what they were smoking—because it’s way too strong,” I said with a grin, giving my headscarf a little readjustment.

We both burst into laughter. It felt good. I then told Marjan how unsettling it had been seeing many of our peers in Evin Prison, just seven months earlier.

It all started on Wednesday, March 5, 1980, when I woke up in Tehran to the terrifying news that my name had been listed on an official notice from the Islamic Revolutionary Court, published on the front page of the newspaper Ettelâ’ât (Information). There were ten of us summoned to Tehran’s notorious Evin Prison. The notice mentioned that noncompliance would “lead to arrest.” It had been a year since the Islamic Revolution and almost a year since I had returned home. The possibility of imprisonment and execution had loomed over me since my arrival, but I had tried not to think about it. My denial ended that Wednesday morning.

I didn’t sleep the night before my court date. I paced back and forth throughout the house, all the way through dawn of Saturday, March 8, wondering what was going to happen behind those massive concrete walls. Before the revolution, Evin Prison was known for holding the Shah’s political prisoners, including members of the Tudeh Party and the People’s Mujahedin Organization (MEK), and for the reports of torture by SAVAK, the Shah’s secret police force. Under the new government, it became home to members of the Shah’s regime, including top officials, military officers, SAVAK members, and others connected to the monarchy, who were often subjected to torture, swift tribunals, and execution.

Several times I walked in and out of my closet. I had no idea what one wore to an Islamic Revolutionary Court, besides the headscarf. By 1980, women were required to wear the headscarf in government offices and public institutions. I was so terrified by the thought of my execution that I barely gave a second thought to the piece of cloth I now had to cover my hair with, let alone the policing of women’s bodies. I finally picked some dark loose-fitting pants and a long-sleeve shirt to wear under my coat. I decided not to put any makeup on, but washed my face, desperate to get rid of any sign of fear. I couldn’t let them see it.

Homayoun insisted that he drive me down to Evin, trying his best to comfort me with his presence. He always exuded confidence, which stood in sharp contrast to his short and slender build—he was only a few inches taller than me. But that morning his face was even paler than mine. We got to the prison gate before 8 a.m. I had never seen it in person before. The gray concrete walls that stretched upward, with the guard towers placed on the very top, were intimidating, while the minimal signage, other than the prison name, created a sense of foreboding and secrecy. I felt my heart was in my throat. I walked toward the main checkpoint, where a Revolutionary Guardsman carrying a rifle stopped me. He had recognized me.

“Cover your hair,” he said with a deep frown. In my haste, a strand of my short hair had fallen out from under the headscarf.

He then directed me to go through the entrance, where another armed guard sent me down the long hallway and into a room on the right.

The courtroom looked more like a classroom with rows of small desks facing two larger ones. There were no juries, no defense lawyers, only a heavyset, middle-aged cleric sitting behind one of the large desks, wearing a brown-colored clerical robe and a white turban. His assistant sat beside him with a pen and paper, dressed in a suit, minus the tie. But the cleric alone would decide our fate. He was our judge.

Sitting behind the small desks were my peers, men and women once revered as the jewels of Iranian film and music industries, including the leading male stars Beyk Imanverdi and Naser Malek Motiee, the singer Nooshafarin, and the actress Pouri Banayi. Some people from the list were missing, including the singer Hayedeh and her sister, Mahasti, who had already fled abroad. I hadn’t seen any of them since the beginning of the revolution, after the forced shutdown of national TV and radio programs. Almost overnight, we had found ourselves out of place in a changing world.

Pouri immediately got up from her seat and jumped into my arms crying.

“Look what happened to us!” she said to me.

We hadn’t spoken in years, ever since the beginning of my relationship with Behrouz, but I held her tight, forgetting where we were. The mullah’s face flushed red in an instant.

“Stop that filthy behavior!” he yelled at us. “This isn’t a barnyard!”

I could feel both of us shaking as we pulled our bodies away from each other. I saw my own humiliation and anger in Pouri’s eyes. I had a few encounters with revolutionary officials before, but they had never been so vicious.

Seated at our tables, we were each handed a set of written questions to answer in writing. The mullah’s assistant would distribute and collect the sheets of questions. I couldn’t see what the others were being asked. The questions I was given were not political. They asked who I had seen at particular royal events and private parties. I didn’t give names; I wrote down the truth, that I was always focused on my performance and not on the who’s who of the attendance list. I wasn’t going to lie and give them what they wanted. They were fishing for information on high-ranking officials from the Shah’s regime, other celebrities, and foreign dignitaries—names they could use to build their cases or justify their purges. The truth was irrelevant to them; they wanted something they could twist into a confession or a betrayal.

When Naser Malek Motiee, famed Iranian actor and director, asked for further clarification about one of his questions, the mullah shouted at him, saying that he didn’t care whether he understood or not. But Naser fought back.

“You speak to us as though we’re criminals!” he said, his neck visibly reddened. “I’m proud of my career as an actor and all the love the people showed me. Whenever and wherever we went on location, the people greeted us with so much love. Even in small remote villages they used to sacrifice sheep for me or bring me gifts. And I loved them back. What do you know about what I meant to them?”

I knew what he was talking about.

“Shut up!” the mullah fired back, banging his hand on the table. The clink from his golden ring hitting the wooden surface
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