My Life 

Childhood in Ahvaz

The First Crime

No one has ever been sentenced to a sever punishment called education as young as I was.

“I don’t know how to punish him anymore, I ran out of ideas, I’ve tried everything.” I heard my mother saying this with tears in her eyes to my father the night before my sentence was carried out.

I was three years old then.

The next morning I was trailing my father with a gloomy face to the Mactab. (Those days in our town, housewives who had some education taught neighboring children under school age for a small fee in their homes. The curriculum was learning alphabets and listening to the teacher reciting Koran) 

As I was following my father, I realized that where I was going could not be a good place. I knew my freedom was to be taken away from me.  For a few hours a day I had to be in a jail called Mactab with a mandatory hard work called learning.

The first day, three older kids and I sat down on the floor and quietly listened to our teacher reciting Koran in Arabic. I could barely speak my own language. After one hour of listening to words of god in a language incomprehensible to me, I politely asked permission to use the lavatory and left the room.

Pee was bliss. I enjoyed my pee time as long as I possibly could and returned to finish my sentence. And when I did, I tried so hard to stay awake, be a good boy and learn but my eyes were not under my control. They kept rolling up and down and left and right of the little strange room searching for distraction, anything to distract me from hearing the monotonous tone of our teacher. 

Suddenly I noticed an unusual piece of garments hanging on the wall and joyfully asked, “What is that?” The teacher looked to where I was pointing and replied, “It’s my husband’s coat.” And I continued, “But it’s too big and heavy. It looks like a mule’s saddle.” Kids burst in laughter and judging by the Mrs. Badami’s facial expression, I knew I’d said something very wrong. I knew well, I would be punished for making others laugh. Punishment was not a foreign concept to me, but how she was going to carry it out was puzzling.

Despite my pessimistic expectation, she demonstrated her kindness by taking me to their small kitchen, locking me in and saying: “You’ll stay here all day until your mother picks you up”. And this mild reprimand filled my little soul with joy and gratitude for my very first educator. After a few minutes that my eyes were adjusted to darkness, I found myself in a very little kitchen with a ceiling blanketed by a thick black layer of smoke generated from the kerosene cooker, a kitchen filled with the tantalizing aroma of Ghormeh Sabzi.

As I sat there in solitary confinement anxiously waiting for my sentence to be over, the delicious scent of stew simmering on the cooker shattered my resistance to hunger. I was lifted by the aroma of the heavenly cuisine and drawn toward the boiling pot. Carefully, I nudged the pot’s led aside burning my hand just to see the heaven with my own eyes. 

I swallowed the moisture in my mouth and went back to the corner thinking maybe my real punishment was to be hungry in presence of food. I was drooling over my growling stomach.

I desperately wanted to go home. I was hungry and I didn’t want to learn.  The logic was simple. I couldn’t forgive my parent’s for such cruel punishment. As I was sitting hungry in the corner before the boiling pot, I solemnly vowed to be a good kid if the torment ended immediately. My wish did not come true.

I cried and then fell asleep and when I woke in sweat I was even hungrier.  The waiting prolonged and hunger got the better of me. My solitary confinement seemed as long as a life sentence and hunger was intolerable.

The only way I could survive that torment was to do the wrong thing. This was the first time in my life that I conscientiously made a difficult choice

I lifted the lid and a beautiful piece of meat shone my eyes. Then I carefully plucked the delicious piece of lamb from the top and slowly raised it up to the rim to let it cool and to admire its beauty. I held my sinful beauty up in the air for a few moments longer and opened my mouth to embrace life.

That day, I committed my first and most delicious crime of my life. I gorged the entire piece at once with a great deal of enjoyment and equal amount of guilt. And suddenly the door opened and Mrs. Badami appeared in the frame. The green juice of Ghormeh Sabzi was still running down my shirt, my fingers were all greasy and the lid was off the pot. 

She violently plucked me off the ground and threw me out of the kitchen cursing me furiously. She then left the other kids alone in the room, twisted my ear and dragged me all the way home in that embarrassing condition.

I was tip toeing the entire way with my right ear clutched in her left hand. And when my mother opened the door seeing me in that condition I saw my death in her eyes.

I was expelled from Mactab. From that day on I hated school

Preschool Years

After this expulsion fiasco, my parents more determined than before tried to find a place for me. So I was sent to a few other homes to learn something, improve my conduct and more importantly stay out of home for a few hours a day. None of those arrangements worked out. “He cannot sit quietly for ten minutes. How can I teach him anything?” One housewife complained to my mother.

All the low cost alternatives were exhausted so for the next three years I was sent to a classy private institute called Dr. Jazaery pre-school at a high cost to my father. This was unprecedented in our family and an obvious financial burden.  

Those days, only rich families could afford such luxury for their loved ones. I was the only child in our family of eleven who was privileged to enjoy such lavishness and it was not because I was the favorite child.

Apparently my father’s cost benefit analysis revealed that it was worthwhile keeping me out of the house at any cost. My mother’s mental health was more important to the survival of entire family than the money spent on me. 

As far as I can remember, preschool years were joyful. Every morning I was dressed up like a little gentleman and waited for school bus with my lunch box in hand. And in school I was treated with utmost respect like other privileged classmates of mine.  Years later I learned that my classmates had come from affluent families.

School tough rules and regulations did not by any means stop me from enjoying life to the fullest. Most memories I have from those years however came from stories my father proudly shared with others regarding my school activities.   

“One day I saw Saeed in the morning dressed up, holding his lunchbox and walking back and forth in the yard while the school bus was honking its horn in the street.  

I asked him, “Son, why don’t you go to school? The bus is waiting.” And he replied, “Yesterday I was waiting and the bus was late, today is my turn to be late and bus should wait.”

My father always bragged about my wickedness and enjoyed sharing them with friends and relatives. This one was his favorite anecdote.

“One day the school principal called my office to tell me an unbelievable story about my son. She said, ‘yesterday we had rain and the playground was covered by mud. The teacher didn’t allow children to go out for recess. However, in the afternoon she took me to the yard and we saw one set of footprints all over the playground. Obviously one of the students had gone out and played in the yard but who?  We had to find the perpetrator and discipline him to make an example but who the culprit was? We had no clue. We both checked every student’s shoes and saw no mud on any of them. There were no tracks of mud anywhere inside the building yet it was clear that one kid had broken the rule and played in the yard.

The entire day, we were puzzled to find out who had left those footprints in the yard until one of the students talked and we found out that during the recess, your son had taken off his shoes and socks and rolled up his pants and went outside and played on the monkey bar while other students were watching behind the window. And when he was done playing he had washed his feet, wore his socks and shoes and returned without leaving a trace.’” 

I don’t remember if I was reprimanded for my unruliness in preschool but I’d surely provided enough anecdotes for my father to keep our family guests amused for many years to come. Now I feel that my father made his money is worth for sending me to preschool!

My father’s tolerance and leniency toward my school mischievous behavior and his latent admiration for such conducts in a way endorsed and promoted my natural tendency for being a nonconformist and mapped my future. I felt like it was my prerogative to make funny comments. No one was ever immune from my comedic comments even my father. I remember in our big family gatherings where my uncles and relatives who would never dared to joke with my father gave me some juicy pieces of meat from their dinner plates and in return I mocked my father. By the time I reached the age of five, I was a riot and since then, I managed to add so many negative marks on my life dossier.

Throughout my childhood at home and in school I paid a heavy price as a consequence. 

Family Life

Early Years

My father was an accountant and extremely good with numbers. He could mentally multiply two three digits number together in a matter of seconds. He was a very tall man, loved to tell jokes, flirt with beautiful women and publicly express his outmost despise for eggplants. I never saw him eat eggplants in any form or shape. He didn’t even like to hear the name. So his friends always teased him by inserting eggplants somewhere in their conversations. 

He was from Ahvaz. Based on what I heard, his father was a wealthy merchant. I never met my paternal grandfather. He had one brother who died before I was born and three sisters. The eldest sister was aunt Jaani our next-door neighbor.

One sister lived in Shoushtar, one of the oldest cities in the world, dated back to Achaemenian dynasty (400 BC). Shoushtar used to be the winter capital of Sassanian dynasty and it was built by the Karoun River. The river was channelled to form a trench around the city. A system of subterranean channels called ghanats connected the river to the private reservoirs of houses and buildings, supplied water for domestic use and irrigation, as well as to store and supply water during times of war when the main gates were closed. The ruins of these ghanats still exist and one was connected to my aunts house.

Her house must have been a minimum of 1000 years old (with 5% margin of error) and I know for fact that the ghanat in her house was the primary residence of a few ghosts and ghouls and their immediate families. I’ve never been a big fan of ghosts especially the ones who lived in my aunts house. I did not care for their attitude. These creatures had a bad habit of scarring the hell out of me when we visited Ameh (aunt) Shoushtary.

Worst than the ghosts in their house was their toilet, it was so filthy that my oldest sister did not go to bathroom the entire trip every time we visited this historic city.  

I ruthlessly mocked this city my entire life, made people laugh and pissed off a big portion of our extended family as a result. I’m convinced that it was because of my rude commentaries that many years later my aunt finally decided to move to Ahvaz and leave the house to ghosts-the original owners 

The ghost stories my father told us were so believable. Who knows maybe he’d heard them first hand from his sisters house inhabitants. They haunted me as a kid because they were so real. I had visited their house in Shoushtar several times so they frequently came to my dreams, visited me in darkness and never left the labyrinth of my imagination.  

Although my father was religious and practiced his faith after he became Hajji (A Moslem becomes Hajji after his pilgrimage to Mecca), he never forced his beliefs on us. Religion never played a role in my life. 

As a kid I always thought he could do anything in the world except control my mother when she was angry. 

My mother on the other hand was product of a very liberal upbringing from north. Her father lived in Russia as an immigrant for eighteen years during the revolution era. He was heavily influenced by socialist ideas and a full fledge atheist.

My Mother never liked to wear Hejab in her social life. She and my sisters always dressed modern with no head covers in direct contrast to most people in our neighborhood who observed this religious tradition. The modern and secular mentality of our family always put us at odds with my father’s family. They saw our liberalism as a negative influence on their traditional way of life and their strict children upbringing.

Although both my parents were born in Iran yet it seemed they had come from two different planets.

Growing up in a culturally mixed family profoundly marked our childhood.  Occasionally our home was the battleground where these two cultures clashed. This clash of cultures was not only manifested in arguments between my parents but even more so it was demonstrated in constant disputes between my mother and my aunts family, our next-door neighbors. 

This war had two sides. On one side stood a fearless petit woman from north who did not speak a word of Shoushtary and challenged every tradition southerners cherished. She was a complete misfit in religious south and in every episode of this everlasting war cursed the city and its entire “old-fashioned” population.  

And on the other side of the war zone, was our aunt Jaani with her thirteen grown up children many of whom had their own families and all lived in one huge house, next door to us.

And who initiated the chaos? The children, my siblings and I from one side and our Aunt Jaani grandchildren on the other. We were always the creators and the ultimate victims of every conflict. We were best friends 90% of the times and worst enemies the rest.  My older sisters were good friends of our youngest cousins and we the smaller kids were friends with the grand kids of our aunt. Everyone in my family had at least one or two friends next door in his or her age group.

Before my father married an outsider, both houses were one. However, since the new unruly bride was not willing to share the house with the groom’s family, it was split in two, and the vendetta began.  

The Wall

In War and Peace

A brick wall between the two families stretched along the length of our houses. Some bricks were removed to create open channels of communications between the two families and to exchange salt, sugar, onions and food samples. I used these portals to exchange textbooks and home-works with my cousin in time of need. These personal phone booths were also frequently used by my sisters and cousins to gossip, update their database on prospect suitors and spread a rumor or two if necessary.  

In our house all three portals opened in to our huge yard. But on the other side was a 
different story. One opened into a bath with a small indoor basin. In this little pool we took a dip in the summer once in a while to escape the heat. The cool water was a blessing.

This pool also served as a bath for their family. When our female cousins plugged the 
opening to take bath, they inevitably provided a golden opportunity for my older brother to enjoy a peep show if possible. Despite the fact he always diametrically denied such 
allegations I don’t see any reason why he shouldn’t have.

Although both houses were the same size, their residence was equipped with more amenities than ours. One of such facilities was the huge basement. It was incredibly cool in summer and the best spot to take afternoon naps that Iranians are addicted to and my father could not live without them.        


These naps were not optional for us especially for me. Every afternoon since the air 
conditioners were not popular in Ahvaz, my brother and I had to and take a couple of hours of mandatory nap. For me the nap was always refreshing but skipping it was even more delightful. I always waited for my father to go to asleep which happened in a matter of minutes and fled the scene and jumped into their basin and enjoyed the water instead. Every once in a while, I fell asleep before I could escape and enjoyed a recuperating afternoon nap as a result.  And when that happened I always questioned the morality of my nap skipping habit and totally forgot this moral dilemma of mine the next day.  

Another interesting amenity of their house was their brick oven on their rooftop. Aunt Jaani occasionally baked flat breads and Shoushtary style cookies that I loved the most.   


She was a very powerful woman. I never saw her smile. No. Actually I remember her 
smiling once but I don’t know the occasion. Maybe I’d done something comedic.
Her husband died before I was born. He was my grandfather’s accountant, confidant and 
the executor of his will.  

One more advantage of their house was their huge Konar tree leaning over our yard. It gave us much welcomed shade in summer and generously dropped its fruits in our yard in spring. We were the main beneficiaries of its fruits. Yet we had to wait for the tree to drop us only its ripped fruits.  

The only way my cousins could enjoy fruits of their own tree was to climb over to an 
inaccessible section of their rooftop to reach the tree. And to get there we had to take 
enormous risk and walk a very narrow walkway between the two rooftops.  I did it not for 
the fruits but for the thrill of reaching to them. I enjoyed the perilous journey more than the fruit of its destination. To this date I have nightmares of falling off that narrow walkway on that roof, yet if I to do it all over again I would.

One of the quarrels I had with my cousins was over these fruits. Sometimes that I managed to harvest more Konars than they did, they asked for royalty.  They argued that since I was on their rooftop and picking Konars from their tree I must give them some of my earnings as royalty. But I was taking the same risk to reach the tree so I had every right to keep my Konars.  Sometimes they were five or six of them on the roof and I was alone, so I understood their absurd logic and forfeited some of my earnings. And when I was alone there with one or maybe two of them, then I stood firm on my principles and refused to payoff and fight broke out between us.

Our squabbles with our cousins sometimes reached our parents and created chaos. The 
minute my mother became aware of such skirmishes, she closed the border and halted the 
diplomatic relations between the two families. If one kid from our family had issue with one kid of theirs, every one else had to suffer.

And if the conflict lasted longer than a day or two, she took a more radical measure and 
mixed cement and water and plugged the holes with mortar and covered them with plaster for aesthetic reasons.  

The only positive outcome of these conflicts was that during the time of hostility, my father didn’t go to the next-door cool basement to take naps. And if he wasn’t going to take a nap in the summer afternoons, neither did we. This was the only fringe benefit of our family feuds. Every other aspect of these conflicts was catastrophic.

My mother did not believe in diplomacy and every time the war broke, she went to the yard and cursed not only my father who brought her to this damn city, and his family but also the entire city population. We never heard such rants in response from the other side of the wall. Out of respect for my father, they just silently listened.

During such crisis, mom pulled out all our diplomats from the hostile territory, all my 
siblings had to return home immediately and every cultural attachés from the other side of the wall would be expelled without prior notice.  

A simple fight between kids could create chaos and interrupt our lives drastically.  And that’s why my father could not sit idle and see this theater continues. It was time for him to show some leadership to resolve the petty issues and normalize the relations. He could not continue his life without seeing his family on daily basis. He was always very well respected and listened to on the other side of the wall. Almost every night he would go there for a late night tea. So he had no choice but to intervene. And on numerous occasions I witnessed his diplomatic mastery and how he managed to settle the “irreconcilable” differences and normalize our relations.

On our side and with my mother, he just listened silently and nodded in agreement as he had no interest in creating additional commotion. After he managed to calm her down, he 
traveled to the “enemy’s” territory to convey my mother’s concerns and demands.
And when he was there he didn’t even mention the conflict or my mother. He just enjoyed sipping tea, smoking a round of water pipe and making jokes as if nothing had happened.

And his family had too much respect for my father to even mention his rogue outsider wife and all the troubles she was making for them on daily basis. They totally understood my father’s predicament.


Hump Over Hump

The first six years of my life in Ahvaz we had no shower in our house. Every Friday- the only holiday of the week-our dad woke two of my older brothers and I at four in the morning and took us to the public bathhouse (Hamam). This painful chore was more excruciating in winter.

“Why so early?” We pleaded every Thursday night with gloomy faces and received the same response. “Because no one is there so we get a better service and turn quickly.” He was right but that didn’t reduce the pain of waking up that early and walk in the cold dark morning just to become clean. This logic never made sense to me. No one should ever go through such ordeal just to be clean.    

But I had a more important reason to avoid Hamam in early mornings. My father had told us so many creepy Hamam tales that I really preferred to say dirty for the rest of my life. He was the one who told us the story behind this famous Persian proverb, “Hump Over Hump”

“One early morning a hunchback goes to Hamam and witnesses a large group of gens (ghosts) having a party. He joins the festivity and starts singing and dancing with the crowd.  The gens enjoy his company and admire the good spirit of the hunchback for sharing their jubilation and one of them removes the hunch from his back as a reward. 

The same day he goes to bazaar and finds his fellow hunchback and joyously shares his exotic encounter this morning. He tells his friend how gens enjoy and reward jolly hunchbacks. “They love us when we dance and sing.” He says.

His hunchback friend thanks him dearly for his friendly advice and for giving him a rare glimpse of hope in his life.

The next morning before dawn he wakes up and rushes to Hamam, singing and dancing all the way. As he enters he faces a host of gens with gloomy faces crying over loss of a friend. Since he knows gens love jolly hunchbacks, he keeps singing and dancing to show his jolly side to his newly found friends. The gens however, don’t appreciate his lack of respect for the dead and don’t care for his demeanor. And to show their outmost displeasure they place his friend’s hump right on top of his and send him home with two humps.”

I must admit these cute anecdotes of my father’s did not promote personal hygiene in my eyes. This particular tale however did not bother me as much because I had no hump to be worried about in Hamam and singing and dancing were not the areas of my expertise. But I had to be careful not make sarcastic remarks in Hamam and among strangers though. 

The story that haunted me for many years especially when we went to Hamam in early mornings was this spooky tale my father told us. 

He said, “Once I went to Hamam very early morning. I was the only customer with a few bathhouse workers. At first everything seemed normal. I took my cloths off and one of the workers started washing my body and as he was doing that I looked down and noticed he had hooves instead of feet. He was a gen. As much as I was scarred I tried to act normal. After he was finished tending to me I quickly tipped him generously, dipped into basin to rinse and hastily dressed and raced out of the haunted Hamam.

As I was rushing out the door the Hamam manager whom I knew for years noticed my nervousness and asked me if everything was Ok. I stopped, took a deep breath and after I relaxed a little I approached him and moved my mouth closer to his ear and whispered, ‘Do you know that your worker has hooves, he’s is ghost.’ And he showed me his hooves and whispered back, ‘You mean like these?’” 

After hearing so many ghost stories of this sort from my father, every time we went to Hamam early mornings, first thing I did was to check my own father’s feet to make sure he was not one of them by any chance.  How else could he know so much?  

His knowledge of ghosts, ghouls, elves and their extended family members was impeccable. He knew so many mystical tales from great Persian poets and philosophers such as Rumi, Attar, Omar Khayaam and Hafiz, etc and could go on and on the entire night and dazzle a huge crowd with his fascinating anecdotes. Reciting memorized verses of great poets is a noble tradition among our people. Iranians believe poetry is in our blood. The vast majority of our classical literature is in the form of poetry and I have never seen any Iranian household without books of Hafiz, Rumi or Ferdowsi.    

Other Neighbors

Arabs

Our next-door neighbor on the other side was an Arab family.  No one in the family and especially their children spoke Farsi. The communication was a big issue and if I was to friend with their kids I had to learn Arabic. They were unlike us so we made fun of them. We called them “Arab Papatee”-Barefoot Arab- and in return they called all non-Arabs, “Ajam” which meant ignorant.  

Therefore, in the first few years of my life in Ahavz I managed to learn just about every cuss word available in Arabic. The only incidents I remember with my Arab neighbors are my fights. And one fight in particular is engraved on my brain forever. This horrific event was played out as follows: 

1. I was on our roof and their kid was on theirs.

2. We had a disagreement-details are blurry perhaps because of what happened in step 3. 

3. Without any hesitation or prior notice, he threw a big piece of brick and whacked me right in the head.

4. Blood covered our roof and I passed out.

5. I decided not to ever play with Arabs again due to unpleasant and unforeseeable consequences. (This decision was made after I gained conscientiousness.)

Jews

A few doors down in our street we had a Jewish neighbor. Since they were not Muslims, they were automatically qualified targets of rumors. We’d heard they kidnap children and drink their blood. The father was the owner of a cinema in Ahvaz. They had three sons, two of whom were good friends with two of my brothers. Through this friendship, my brothers saw many movies for free and enjoyed complementary Pepsi and Bologna sandwich. And with them I also tasted free heaven.

I never forgot the incredible taste of the Bologna sandwich and Pepsi in the darkness of a cool cinema watching a western movie.  

After these pleasant encounters with Jews, I gradually questioned the validity of vicious rumors circulating in the neighborhood regarding these nice people. Suddenly I couldn’t see anything wrong with these vampires. I found them to be very well mannered people who happened to like sipping blood instead of carrot juice. These nuances could not stop me for having a Jewish friend. Now it was my turn to extend a hand of friendship to the youngest son and enjoy the fringe benefits.

However, soon I found out the little boy of the family was not interested in my friendship at all. I knocked on their door on several occasions and he didn’t come out to play. I was desperately craving for his friendship and free bologna sandwich in the cinema and the fish was not biting. He was either tipped off about my ulterior motive or simply didn’t like me. He never became my friend and in return I never remembered his name.

Although I continued to enjoy the fringe benefits of having well connected friends by association, I never managed to earn such free lavishness on my own merits.

Gypsies

We had so many gypsies wandering around in our neighborhood everyday. Although they did not own a house yet they were always present in. We’d been told they kidnap children and drink their blood just like our Jewish neighbors. But the Gypsy stories seemed more credible.  They were mysterious nomads. Although we knew nothing about them, yet we were convinced they were all thieves and murderers.

I remember Gypsy women in our street going from house to house, selling kitchen gadgets and pots and pans. Under their colorful skirts, they wore more brightly colored puffy pants. They draped themselves in tin bracelets, chokers, charms and tiny bells—even around their legs. Their babies were strapped onto their backs while older kids followed their mothers silently. As much as I wanted to play with them, I was both forbidden and too scared to do so.

Even at that young age, the Gypsies fascinated me. They were people with no past and no future. I always believed they were wandering ghosts as I’d never known where they came from or where they were going.

The only thing we knew for a fact was that Gypsy women were all fortunetellers. One told my mother that everyone has a Hamzaad or birth-mate. The Hamzaad is everyone’s twin ghost, born at the same time they are and when you two meet, you die. So you must prevent your path from crossing that of your birth-mate.

One Gypsy once read my brother’s palm and told my mother my brother’s Hamzaad was in water. This prediction ruined his childhood as he was forbidden from ever getting in the water. 

At this time, my father knew the chief of police. Once he invited my father to attend a Gypsy wedding and for some reason, my father decided to take me with him. Since the Chief was a friend of the Gypsy tribe’s leader, he personally assured us we’d have a safe and enjoyable experience. I was so thrilled, yet terrified to see for myself how these colorfully dressed specters lived.  

We rode in the police Jeep, with the Chief wearing his uniform and gun and baton on his belt. We bumped along for two hours through rocky terrain until we reached a remote hilly area. In the middle of nowhere and in total darkness, the Jeep stopped. The chief said we’d walk the rest of the way. I don’t remember how far we walked through the darkness, but suddenly the sky shone red from hundreds of little fires. These flames arose from drums with holes pierced in sides. I was dazzled seeing so many Gypsies at once, but I felt safe with my father and the chief of police by my side.  

The Gypsy women were dressed as colorfully as always. All men carried shotguns. They fired sporadic shots into the dark sky in celebration. In my country, citizens are not allowed to carry guns. But Gypsies weren’t exactly citizens. 

Girls danced to the music played by their fathers; simple musical instruments made of gasoline containers with three strings tightly stretched from top to bottom. I witnessed a shooting contest. A rooster was held in place about a hundred yards away and men aimed at his crown and shot.  

When I look back at my childhood, I see a barefoot kid running after a ball. My main pastime, just like every other boy in our neighborhood, was to chase a striped plastic ball, we’d all chipped in to buy for 8 Rials. That’s all we needed to have fun. Our street was full of players of all ages, starting with little ones like myself to those with faces blanketed in mustaches and beards. We all shared the same passion. Playing barefoot on the asphalt created two black soles on my feet.  

At the beginning of each game, we had to go through a painful selection process for two teams. We had too many players, some had to seat out.  This squabbling started with a half-hour exchange of the most shameless words and ended by throwing a few punches and kicks! After this ritual, non-players would become ticked-off spectators. They sat on the sidewalks, by the two endless parallel gutters filled with black slime that marked our street like every other one in our southern city and made fun of the players and laughed.  

In summer, we played in God’s oven.  The heated asphalt like black chewed gum stuck to our feet and burned our entire being. Every few minutes we had to dodge a passing car to avoid an untimely death. To us the screeching sound of an automobile brake meant to run. Obviously a driver hit the brake to avoid an involuntary murder of one of the players. Why we ran? Because we knew the furious driver would dart out of his car, curse us at the top of his lungs and chase us relentlessly to retaliate for our troublesome game on the street. Only God could save the poor kid if the driver caught up with him. I escaped the wrath of many such angry drivers on those streets. They always ran out of breath before they could reach me. We literally played with our lives every day.

And when we were not playing football we were either purchasing a wide variety of unsanitary sweets from the street vendors or we were gambling. We played a simple card game to win candies from each other. We would never gamble with money.  

Summer Vacations

My mother was convinced that the excessive heat (130 degrees Fahrenheit) would kill us if we stayed in Ahvas during summer. She was probably right. So every summer for a month or two we traveled to northern cities to escape heat.  My father was not with us on those trips. He usually hired a driver who he knew well and trusted to take us. I remember one of those drivers well as he became our family friend and visited us frequently when we move to Tehran. Each summer we visited a different city. We usually leased a few rooms from a family and became friends with the landlord and his family. Some of those families with whom we stayed became our good friends for so many years.    Although I was very young during these journeys, I learned so much from people we met and their life styles. 

One year we traveled to Hamedan. Hamedan is what is left of Ecbatana (Hegmatana), the Medes' capital before they formed a union with the Persians. Hamadan is believed to be among the oldest Iranian cities and one of the oldest in the world.  The special nature of this old city and its historic sites attract tourists during the summer to this city, located approximately 400km southwest of Tehran.

In Hamedan we lived with the family of a dentist who had two teenage sons. Their house was adjacent to an outdoor summer movie theater. The smart dentist had built an elevated wooden platform in his yard overlooking the movie screen. The elevated porch was large enough to easily seat both families therefore every night we enjoyed a free movie to compliment our dinner. Occasionally I enjoyed spitting on the sitting audience down bellow in the darkness. What a memorable summer that was. We watched many Hollywood movies and heard many more screaming audiences complaining about our excessive talking and loud laughter. My father also joined us for a week or two that summer.

The two sons of this family were so neat, clean and polite in a stark contrast with myself. Despite our age difference, they were both fond of me and tried their best to introduce these virtues to me.  One day as I was sitting next to them, they showed me the soles of their feet and said, “Do you see how clean our feet are? We bet you cannot clean your feet and make them as white as ours.” I was stunned. How could they keep their feet so clean? I wondered. At age seven, for the first time I realized my feet were not supposed to be black!  

Alireza

Among my five cousins in my age group, I got along with Alireza the most. We were classmates the first four school years.  He was the most quiet and polite cousin of all, a well-mannered student with excellent grades. And I was exactly the opposite. No wonder I liked him so much. 

During the month of Ramadan, Moslems wake up before sun rises and eat before starting a day of fasting. They don’t eat, drink, smoke or curse until dusk. In Ahvas, especially in the summer this fast is a daunting task.  Alireza always fasted the entire month. I admired his sense of responsibility, dedication, his endurance for hunger and resistance to temptations yet I was glad I was not in his position. Although on many occasions, I started the fasting ritual with him, I never managed to finish a day without food. My love for food always surpassed my religious conviction! 

In summer nights and in the absence of air conditioners, everyone slept on the roof under the gaze of thousands of stars. We kids had our own stars as the clear sky perfectly showcased its shining diamonds and dazzled our eyes every night. 

The roofs of both houses were connected. So we could easily walk around the very long roof covering all rooms of both homes forming a huge square. And on the way we could chat with cousins who were getting ready to sleep next to their parents on their roof. Alireza and I spent so many hours chatting on the roof and under the shinny stars. One of our hobbies during the day was to bet on who could stare longer into the blazing sun without blinking.

Every once in a while we each pitched in three Rials-our daily allowance- and walked a long way to buy a half of bologna sandwich from a sandwich shop called the Golden Rooster on the corner of Pahlavi Avenue? Half of half a sandwich was nothing more than three bites yet it was the most delicious memories of my life.  I never duplicated that taste. We played football together, we walked to school together everyday and we enjoyed eating steaming hot beets we bought from the street vendor in the bitter cold of winter.

I never got a chance to ask him how he studied that made him a better student than me?   
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