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Life in Iran was life in hell, says local author
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Ghazal Omid doesn't mince words in the title of her nearly 500-page memoir about growing up in Iran. It's called Living in Hell.

"I am certainly not the only woman who has suffered. I am just one of the few who dares to tell it like it is," she writes near the beginning.

Omid, 35, came to Canada nine years ago and lives in Vancouver. In her book, subtitled A True Odyssey of a Woman's Struggle in Islamic Iran Against Personal and Political Forces, she tells of feeling second-rate, despite having been a bright child, interested in photography and medicine.

Boys are regarded as superior in Iran, she writes. "A numskull boy is favoured over a Mensa-eligible girl simply because he is a boy."

A Muslim, she grew up mainly in Isfahan. At the age of nine, she was aware of being a witness to history when the shah was overthrown and Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini came to power. One of her chapters about the 1979 revolution is called "A Turban Replaced a Crown."

At university, Omid was outspoken. She expected men to treat her as an equal. She voiced opinions critical of the regime. She defied certain rules about dress.

When she was at university, she was hounded by government-watchdog women who were called "the Fatimeh commandos."

The day I arrived back at school, the woman that we called Fatty Commando told me that I had to wear a veil .... I was wearing a scarf with a clip in front. Without my permission, she grabbed the front of my clipped, tucked-in scarf and pulled it out of my uniform and told me, 'The clip isn't allowed; it has to go.'

In a dramatic chapter called "Abduction by the Pasdar" (a Pasdar is a member of the Revolutionary Guard), Omid writes about being kidnapped by the Islamic secret police. She leapt from the speeding car, was dragged and hurt -- and then, fortunately, was rescued by people on the street.

She also writes of having been molested by a close male relative and being unable to say anything, for fear of bringing shame on her family.

Living in Hell (Park Avenue Publishers, 486 pages, $36.95, ISBN 0-9759683-0-0) is too long; it would have benefited from more pruning, shaping and trimming. But at a time when Westerners are avidly reading memoirs about Iran, such as Christopher de Bellaigue's In the Rose Garden of the Martyrs and Marjane Satrapi's graphic novels, it's good to be able to share the memories of a writer who lives here.
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