
		
			

			
				
			
			

		

	
		
			
				Title page

				Under a Starless Sky

				Banafsheh Serov

				[image: Hachette Logo]

			

		

	
		
			
				Copyright page

				Banafsheh Serov is donating a percentage of her royalties from the sale
of Under a Starless Sky to the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre
www.asrc.org.au

				[image: Hachette Logo]

				Published in Australia and New Zealand in 2008
by Hachette Australia
(An imprint of Hachette Livre Australia Pty Limited)
Level 17, 207 Kent Street, Sydney NSW 2000
www.hachette.com.au

				First published in 2007 as Sorrow of my Native Land by Banafsheh (Bonnie) Serov

				Copyright © Banafsheh Serov 2008

				This book is copyright. Apart from any fair dealing
for the purposes of private study, research, criticism
or review permitted under the Copyright Act 1968,
no part may be stored or reproduced by any process
without prior written permission. Enquiries should
be made to the publisher.

				National Library of Australia
Cataloguing-in-Publication data

				Serov, Banafsheh.
Under a starless sky : a family’s escape from Iran

				978 0 7336 2291 5 (pbk.)
978 0 7336 2573 2 (ebook edition)

				Serov, Banafsheh - Childhood and youth.
Refugee children - Iran - Biography.
Iranians - Biography.
Iran - History - 1979-1997.

				955.0542092

				Cover and text design by Sandy Cull, gogoGingko
Front cover photograph courtesy of Getty Images
Author photograph by Lorrie Graham
eBook by Bookhouse, Sydney

			

		

	
		
			
				Dedication

				In memory of my grandmother

			

		

	
		
			
				—

				This is the story of my family’s journey. A journey so long ago that time has slowly eroded people’s features and names in our minds. 

				At times I’ve given permission for my imagination to take over where memories could no longer serve, because I don’t believe facts should get in the way of telling a good story.

			

		

	
		
			
				Part I / The Revolution

				Part I

				The Revolution
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				Nina and Kamal, 1966
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				Demonstrations in Tehran

				My story begins on 8 September 1978. It was a hot, cloudless day and our family was spending the weekend at the Caspian Sea. Uncle Jalal sat behind the wheel of his new speedboat, slicing through the waves, spraying foamy water against our tanned skins.

				Behind the boat, suspended like an umbilical cord, Dad bounced over the waves on a pair of water skis, his gold chain bobbing up and down against his chest. Dad bent his knees, turned his skis slightly to the left and changed direction till he was at a forty-five degree angle to the boat. He took one of his hands off the handlebar and waved. Then he changed hands, crouched low and extended his right arm to help him go faster. He flashed a big smile when he got to the other side and waved again. Iclapped, impressed by his one-handed water skiing.

				Dad took pride in his looks, always keeping up to date with fashion. His brown eyes, tall frame and easy smile were often compared to Omar Sharif. Iwatched him bounce over the waves, feeling proud to be his daughter and wishing his work as a partner of an accountancy firm and a lecturer at Tehran University did not absorb so much of his time.

				Uncle Jalal made a U-turn. Dad bent his knees to change direction, lost control and crashed headfirst into the sea. The speedboat turned again and slowed as we got closer to him. He was laughing as he paddled awkwardly to retrieve his ski.

				‘One more time before we break for lunch,’ he said to Uncle Jalal.

				I was about to throw him the line when I noticed Mum waving at the edge of the water. Her other hand was firmly holding on to my brother’s arm. Behzad, with his floaties still on, was struggling to set himself free.

				Mum’s arm continued to fan over her head. Watching her on the beach, Ithought she looked almost frail. Helen, Uncle Jalal’s wife, had joined her. She carried her baby Sabrina on her right hip. Her eldest daughter, Salomeh, stood beside her wrapped in a beach towel. Both women were waving for us to get back.

				‘I wonder what’s happened?’ Dad asked, puzzled.

				‘Nothing’s happened.’ Uncle Jalal winked. ‘You know women. They probably have lunch ready and want us to hurry back before it gets cold.’

				Closer to the shore, Ijumped off the boat and swam the short distance to the beach while Dad helped Uncle Jalal anchor. Iwalked to where Mum was holding onto Behzad. She wore a yellow halter-neck dress she had bought on our recent holiday to Greece. Over her hair she wore a small blue scarf to protect her streaks from the sun. Her brown eyes were panicked, her face pale despite her summer tan. She stroked my face absentmindedly while watching the men secure the boat. 

				‘Take your brother back to the villa,’ Mum said, placing Behzad’s struggling fist into mine. ‘I need to speak to your father.’ I stood dripping, while she picked up a towel with manicured fingers, shook the sand off, and walked towards the boat.

				Uncle Jalal and Helen’s villa overlooked the beach. Icould have easily pulled Behzad the short distance there. But I stalled, wanting to know what had rattled Mum. 

				‘I want to go back in the water,’ Behzad protested. His small mouth pursed tight as tears began to well behind his long eyelashes. Behzad at six, three years younger than I, with his large dark eyes and round cheeks reminded me of a cherub in our storybooks. Ifelt sorry for him and loosened my grip a little, but not enough to set him free. 

				Mum stood next to Helen at the edge of the water where they waited for their men. ‘Kamal, there’s been trouble in Tehran.’ Mum’s voice trembled as she handed Dad the towel.

				‘What’s happened?’

				‘The boy who delivered our bread from the village said martial law has been declared.’

				‘What for?’ 

				Uncle Jalal joined them after securing the boat. He took Sabrina, who was stretching her round fingers towards him, from Helen. She squealed as Uncle Jalal pressed her against his wet skin.

				‘There have been demonstrations in Tehran against the Shah,’ Helen said.

				Uncle Jalal’s eyes widened. ‘Who were the demonstrators?’ 

				‘It’s not clear. It could be the communists or the fundamentalists ... who knows?’ Helen waved her hand about her face dramatically as she spoke.

				‘What else?’ Uncle Jalal said, his brown eyes losing all the lustre of the past few hours on the boat.

				‘They’re demonstrating around the university and Jaleh Square,’ Mum said in a tight voice. ‘The army has opened fire on the unarmed people.’ She paused. ‘The boy said the streets are painted red with blood.’

				There had been demonstrations in Iran since the beginning of January, but until now those events had almost no bearing on our lives in Tehran. 

				Dad’s eyebrows gathered in creases at the bridge of his nose. He pressed his index finger on them as if suppressing a sharp pain. ‘Nina, get the children ready,’ he said with a tense jaw, ‘we’ll leave right away.’ 

				‘But we’ve made lunch,’ Helen protested. The other three stared at her, Jalal with a mixture of embarrassment and annoyance. Dad closed his eyes and pressed at his temples. When he opened his eyes again there was great sadness in him.

				Then Mum cradled Dad’s face in her hands and smiled reassuringly. ‘Helen’s right, Kamal. We’ve made Abeh Goosht, it would be a shame to waste it.’

				‘What about the martial law?’ he said, pulling her hands away.

				‘Lunch won’t take long,’ she said in a soothing voice. ‘And we’ll leave straight after.’ She took Dad’s hand and squeezed it gently. ‘Come.’

				Uncle Jalal and the others followed. My parents stopped when they reached Behzad and me. Dad bent over and kissed my forehead as he wrapped his towel around me. His lips felt cool. Mum gently took Behzad’s hand in hers and this time he did not struggle.

				We walked the short distance to the house in silence. From above, an observer would have mistaken our bent posture for a family retiring after an exhausting day at the beach. 

				•

				At the villa we had our lunch on the shady veranda. We had spread a sofreh on the tiled floor around which our two families sat cross-legged. Uncle Jalal was inside phoning colleagues about the situation in Tehran. Dad had a shortwave radio close to his ear, straining to hear the newsreader between the static. 

				Salomeh and I were given the task of setting the food while Sabrina cooed happily in her bassinette and Behzad raced his ‘hot wheel’ cars. In the middle of the sofreh we placed some lavash bread, torshi, feta, sabzi and bottles of Coca-Cola. From the kitchen, the smell of the Abeh Goosht – lamb shanks and potatoes basking in turmeric – wafted in with the warm afternoon breeze.

				Mum carried a large ceramic bowl filled with the stock from the Abeh Goosht. She placed it gently on the sofreh, careful not to spill any. The kids helped in making the tilit by cutting the lavash bread into bite-size pieces and throwing them into the bowl. Once enough bread had soaked the stock, the tilit was ready to be served. 

				Uncle Jalal came and sat cross-legged next to Dad. His eyes had lost their laughter. ‘Some demonstrators have been killed,’ he said. ‘Not clear how many at this stage.’

				‘What did they say about the martial law?’ Dad asked.

				‘Tehran is one of the eleven cities where the Shah has declared martial law. The curfew is set at 9pm.’

				It was 2.30pm.

				Mum served us lunch, trying to maintain a sense of normality. She served the men first, then us and Helen, then finally herself. After we all had some of the tilit, the de-boned lamb, potatoes, red beans and chickpeas were placed back into the ceramic bowl. Uncle Jalal, using a goosht koob, mashed the lot into a paste. This, along with any torshi or sabzi, we spooned from our plates into bite-size lavash cones. 

				Usually the midday meal was a time of great excitement. We sat cross-legged around the sofreh – women gossiped, men discussed business and we children fought over our favourite parts of the meat. All the food was placed in the middle, like steaming ships, for everyone to share and there was always enough for second and third helpings. Once the main meal was over we would lounge around, picking from plates of fruit and dates stuffed with walnuts. Adults usually enjoyed a hot cup of black tea prepared from a nearby samovar before falling asleep in the shady verandas.

				On the day of the demonstrations, the silence around the sofreh was only interrupted by Behzad’s zooming noises as he raced his toy cars.

				We left as soon as the lunch dishes were washed. We stopped briefly at our own villa, making sure everything was locked, turning off the electricity and throwing away perishable foods. In the traffic heading away from the Caspian coast, Mum and Dad were silent in their thoughts.
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				Kandevan Tunnel

				The Kandevan tunnel is halfway between the Caspian Sea and Tehran, through the Alborz mountains, which run along the northern part of Iran from Azarbaijan in the west to the Afghan border in the east. The Chaloos Road from Tehran to the Caspian Sea winds up the mountain to the Kandevan tunnel and then winds back down the other side. A traveller taking this road for the first time coming from the dry, smog-trapped air of Tehran would be surprised to find a lush and fertile land with humid air on the Caspian side of the mountain.

				The Kandevan tunnel gets its name from the village of Kandevan near Tabriz. The people from this village live in cave-like dwellings and are well known for their rock-cutting craftsmanship. In the 1920s the Kandevan villagers cut a tunnel through solid rocks in the Alborz mountains. It is only wide enough to allow vehicles to move in one direction at a time along a single road. 

				A traffic light at the mouth of the tunnel determined which direction could go. People used this waiting time to climb out of their overcrowded cars and stretch their legs. As we drew closer, we saw that the traffic stretched for miles down the winding Chaloos Road.

				‘Oh my god, look at this traffic, Nina.’ Dad stuck his head out the window to get a better look. All around us people were climbing out of their cars, the anxiety of wanting to get home clear in their eyes. Most smoked, taking long deliberate drags from their cigarettes. They threw the butts carelessly into the green bushes and the rain later washed them downstream tosettle on the patchwork rice fields at the foot of the mountain.

				The clock on the dashboard blinked 5.50pm.

				‘Damn. At this rate, it could take us hours before we get home.’ Dad switched off the engine and rolled down his window, turning to look at us. Beside me, Behzad was asleep; he held his old foam pillow with its jagged edges close to his chest. Dad smiled. Behzad had refused time and time again to give up his pillow in favour of a new one.

				‘Let’s have a cigarette, Kamal,’ Mum pulled a packet of Rothmans from her handbag and stepped out of the car. They leaned on the bonnet, close together. Dad cupped his hand around the gold lighter to first light Mum’s and then his own cigarette. The sun hung low in the sky, throwing peach-coloured rays across the sea of cars. There was a faint smell of lamb and chicken kebab in the air. It all seemed far removed from the tense eyes of the travellers around us.

				‘Kamal, look! Something’s happening.’ Mum stood, straining her neck. ‘I think there’s a fight.’

				I stood up and squeezed myself through the sunroof to get a better look.

				Ten cars ahead of us, in front of a vendor selling kebabs, two men, one in his late teens and the other middle-aged, were having a heated argument. A crowd was building around them. A frail old woman was pleading with the younger man to come away with her. She pulled at his sleeve. It seemed to work, but then the older man said something and the other man punched him, sending him flying into the middle of the road. A car coming from the opposite direction swerved to miss him.

				The older man picked himself up and flew into a rage. He ran to his car throwing off two men who tried to stop him. He climbed into a car behind us and seconds later came out waving a butcher’s knife. Behind him, a woman called out, ‘For the love of God, Asghar! He’s only a boy. Please ... let him go.’

				‘Get back into the car, woman,’ Asghar spat out.

				‘Asghar ... please.’

				‘I said get back in the car.’

				A few men tried to hold Asghar back by grabbing his arms. But Asghar was strong and freed himself easily. His bloodshot eyes scanned the crowd for his victim, his nostrils flaring. He saw him hiding behind a white Renault and the younger man ran, weaving between cars and pushing people out of his way. Asghar chased after him waving his knife in the air, and threatening anyone who tried to stop him. Some men, fearful of their wives and children getting hurt, pushed them back into their cars. The children, curious at what was happening, were slow to move which resulted in a clip to the back of their heads from their parents. A woman close to us was shouting for someone to stop the fight before it ended in bloodshed. Others were running to get the police who were directing the traffic at the tunnel’s entrance. Car horns blasted all around us and it all added to the general hysteria. Cars coming in the opposite direction slowed down to a crawl causing drivers behind them to lean on their car horns. The young man suddenly changed direction and ran towards our car. Asghar, tired by the chase, was slower to react.

				Dad threw his half-smoked cigarette away. Mum, stunned, was glued to where she stood. Dad pushed her towards the passenger door. ‘Nina, get into the car ... Get down from there,’ he pointed at me. ‘Roll up your windows and lock the doors.’ Dad climbed back in and did the same. He had one hand on the ignition key and the other on the gear stick. His shoulders tensed.

				Behzad, blinked awake, dazed, wondering what all the commotion was about. ‘What’s going on? Are we nearly home?’ No one answered him.

				Outside, the younger man was almost at our car. He turned to see how far ahead he was when he tripped and fell. He stretched out his arms to break his fall, and landed on our bonnet.

				Mum screamed. The boy looked up. His black hair, wet with sweat, was stuck to his forehead. At that moment, Asghar reached our car as well, his wife running behind him, screaming and pleading with him to stop. The boy rolled onto his back just as Asghar caught up with him. He tried getting up, but his feet kept slipping, throwing him back on our bonnet. In desperation he rolled across the bonnet and fell between our car and the mountain. 

				Asghar followed, his knife raised high over his head.

				‘Close your eyes ... don’t look,’ Dad yelled at us. He turned the ignition. The engine roared into life. Ahead of us the tunnel’s light had turned green and the traffic had started to move a little. Ipulled Behzad’s face onto my lap. Ibent over him, with my arms folded over our heads. Outside a woman screamed above the roar of the engine.

				‘Asghaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrr...’

				Dad pressed his palm on the horn and kept it there. Our wheels screeched. The car swerved, throwing Behzad and I off our seats. The tyres fought to keep their grip on the road. The nauseating smell of petrol and burning rubber filled the car. Behzad and I were pressed in the leg space between the driver’s and backseats. Gravel crunched beneath our wheels just before we stopped and the engine hummed as if catching its breath. Neither Behzad nor I got up from where we had fallen. My head felt like shattered glass. For what seemed a long time, no one spoke.

				I waited until I no longer smelled burning rubber, ‘Daddy, can we get up now?’

				‘Yes, sweetheart. It’s okay.’

				We sat up. Behzad, startled, started to cry. He climbed over the seats to find security in the soft roundness of Mum’s arms. He buried his head in the crook of her neck, breathing in her comfort. 

				We had stopped on the other side of the road, not far from where we were originally. The cars were travelling slowly into the tunnel, their passengers looking curiously at us. 

				Mum, with Behzad wrapped around her, held her head in her hand. Her shoulders were shaking. Dad placed one hand on her shoulder and handed her a tissue. She blew her nose loudly. ‘Did you see their faces, Kamal?’ 

				Dad remained silent. He rolled down his window and lit another cigarette. He put the car into first gear and with some difficulty pushed his way back into the moving traffic. A car beeped, annoyed at being forced to give way. 

				When the traffic stopped again we could see the red traffic light at the tip of the Kandevan Tunnel. Dad turned off the engine. Mum’s crying had subsided into a sniffle. She looked out of the window with unfocused eyes. Dad pressed his temples. All of a sudden, he opened the door and got out.

				‘Where are you going?’ Mum called after him.

				‘I’ll be back soon,’ Dad answered over his shoulder.

				•

				There were police stations on both sides of the Kandevan Tunnel to direct the cars. The traffic police, with white caps and whistles, ensured the cars entered the tunnel one at a time and they stopped drivers from running the red light. 

				Kamal walked up to an officer issuing a fine to an uncooperative driver.

				‘Officer, Iwant to report a possible murder,’ Kamal interrupted.

				The officer looked up, annoyed. ‘What murder?’

				‘There was a fight and one of the men pulled a knife and...’

				‘Okay, okay,’ the officer put his palms up to stop Kamal going any further. ‘You need to see the sergeant over there,’ he said sharply and turned his attention back to the offending driver.

				Kamal drew a deep breath through his nose to control his anger and walked to where a group of twenty people had gathered around a heavily built man in a dark blue police uniform. As he drew closer, he saw the young man who had been in the fight. He looked unharmed, but his white shirt was caked with mud and there were streaks running down his dirty face. Kamal noticed the boy’s eyes were puffed, as if stung by bees, and a faint odour of dried urine clung to his clothes.

				Standing next to the sergeant were Asghar and his wife. Asghar stood silent with downcast eyes. His heavy frame, tired by the physical exertion, sagged above his belt. A dark patch, the colour of bruised fruit, had formed above his left eye. His wife stood beside him, whimpering while she spoke.

				‘I swear on the Koran, my husband is a good man.’ She lifted Asghar’s chin up with her cupped hands so everyone could see his face. ‘Look what this boy did to him,’ she said, pointing to the other man. ‘Anyone in my husband’s place would lose their temper.’ She searched the faces crowded around her for approval. Some bystanders nodded in agreement, enjoying being the jury in this open-air courtroom.

				The young man was talking rapidly to the sergeant who was trying to slow him down. ‘As Allah is my witness, this man here tried to kill me ... He’s a lunatic ... If it wasn’t for his wife, I’d be dead now.’ 

				‘But Alham-du-LeAllah,’ the sergeant said, eager for a quick resolution, ‘you’re all right and there’s been no great harm done. You yourself have not been completely guiltless,’ he said, shaking his index finger at the young man. ‘So, come now, do the right brotherly thing. Kiss and make up.’ The sergeant extended his arms to bring the two parties together. 

				‘But...’ the young man began to protest.

				‘No buts!’ the sergeant retorted impatiently. ‘Can’t you see the traffic building up? Come. Kiss and make up and get back to your cars ... That’s a good lad ... And stop making any more trouble for me.’ 

				With a wave of his hand, the sergeant beckoned the men to kiss one another on both cheeks and dismissed the crowd. Reluctantly, the people around them slowly dispersed.

				Kamal walked back to the car, smiling and shaking his head as if enjoying a private joke. The lights had just turned green and he had to run the last few steps to make it to the car in time.

				•

				The cars behind him beeped their horns impatiently as Dad dived back into the car.

				‘What happened to you?’ Mum asked, narrowing her eyes, puzzled by the expression on his face.

				‘I went to report the incident back there.’

				She sat up, ‘And?’

				‘They were both already there. Suffice to say, the problem was solved in the good ol’ Iranian way.’ He flashed her a knowing smile.

				We didn’t get back to Tehran until well past midnight, and were only stopped once. The soldier had shone his torch at Mum and Dad’s tanned faces and us sleeping in the backseat, then waved the car through. We climbed into our beds gratefully, not realising we had just had our first taste of the chaos that was about to rule our lives.
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