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To my father, Kazem,
who loves to tell stories.

And to my mother, Nazireh.
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PRAISE FOR Funny in Farsi

“A humorous and introspective chronicle of a life filled with love— of
family, country, and heritage.” —JIMMY CARTER

“Charming . . . funny . .. This is a gentle life story by an author who clearly
loves her fellow man, and who is dedicated to pointing out the deliciously
absurd aspects of both American and Iranian culture; as such, it is a joyful
success.” —Newsday

“Delightfully refreshing . . . Dumas’ stories have universal themes people of
any culture could understand. . . . One way of saying ‘funny’ in Farsi is
‘khandedar.” The book lives up to the word, in any language.” —
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“[Dumas] is a humorist at heart, seeking out the goofy underbelly of even
the most tragic situations and sketching out a delightful pastiche of Iranian
rituals and beliefs, quirkily modified as the years go by and her family
gradually grows less Iranian and more Californian.” —Time Out New York

“A hilarious collection of essays . . . [that] easily translates to the
experiences of immigrants from any part of the world.” —San Jose Mercury
News

“Recommended . . . Today, as Middle Easterners in the United States are
subject to racial profiling, stereotyping, and sometimes violence, this book
provides a valuable glimpse into the immigrant experiences of one very
entertaining family.” —Library Journal

“Light-as-air essays . . . warm and engaging.” —Kirkus Reviews
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Leffingwell Elementary School

When I was seven, my parents, my fourteen-year-old brother, Farshid, and I
moved from Abadan, Iran, to Whittier, California. Farid, the older of my
two brothers, had been sent to Philadelphia the year before to attend high
school. Like most Iranian youths, he had always dreamed of attending
college abroad and, despite my mother’s tears, had left us to live with my
uncle and his American wife. I, too, had been sad at Farid’s departure, but
my sorrow soon faded—not coincidentally, with the receipt of a package
from him. Suddenly, having my brother on a different continent seemed like
a small price to pay for owning a Barbie complete with a carrying case and
four outfits, including the rain gear and mini umbrella.

Our move to Whittier was temporary. My father, Kazem, an engineer
with the National Iranian Oil Company, had been assigned to consult for an
American firm for about two years. Having spent several years in Texas and
California as a graduate student, my father often spoke about America with
the eloquence and wonder normally reserved for a first love. To him,
America was a place where anyone, no matter how humble his background,
could become an important person. It was a kind and orderly nation full of
clean bathrooms, a land where traffic laws were obeyed and where whales
jumped through hoops. It was the Promised Land. For me, it was where I
could buy more outfits for Barbie.

We arrived in Whittier shortly after the start of second grade; my father
enrolled me in Leffingwell Elementary School. To facilitate my adjustment,
the principal arranged for us to meet my new teacher, Mrs. Sandberg, a few
days before I started school. Since my mother and I did not speak English,
the meeting consisted of a dialogue between my father and Mrs. Sandberg.
My father carefully explained that I had attended a prestigious kindergarten



where all the children were taught English. Eager to impress Mrs. Sandberg,
he asked me to demonstrate my knowledge of the English language. I stood
up straight and proudly recited all that I knew: “White, yellow, orange, red,
purple, blue, green.”

The following Monday, my father drove my mother and me to school. He
had decided that it would be a good idea for my mother to attend school
with me for a few weeks. I could not understand why two people not
speaking English would be better than one, but I was seven, and my opinion
didn’t matter much.

Until my first day at Leffingwell Elementary School, I had never thought
of my mother as an embarrassment, but the sight of all the kids in the school
staring at us before the bell rang was enough to make me pretend I didn’t
know her. The bell finally rang and Mrs. Sandberg came and escorted us to
class. Fortunately, she had figured out that we were precisely the kind of
people who would need help finding the right classroom.

My mother and I sat in the back while all the children took their assigned
seats. Everyone continued to stare at us. Mrs. Sandberg wrote my name on
the board: F-I-R-O-O-Z-E-H. Under my name, she wrote “I-R-A-N.” She
then pulled down a map of the world and said something to my mom. My
mom looked at me and asked me what she had said. I told her that the
teacher probably wanted her to find Iran on the map.

The problem was that my mother, like most women of her generation,
had been only briefly educated. In her era, a girl’s sole purpose in life was
to find a husband. Having an education ranked far below more desirable
attributes such as the ability to serve tea or prepare baklava. Before her
marriage, my mother, Nazireh, had dreamed of becoming a midwife. Her
father, a fairly progressive man, had even refused the two earlier suitors
who had come for her so that his daughter could pursue her dream. My
mother planned to obtain her diploma, then go to Tabriz to learn midwifery
from a teacher whom my grandfather knew. Sadly, the teacher died
unexpectedly, and my mother’s dreams had to be buried as well.

Bachelor No. 3 was my father. Like the other suitors, he had never
spoken to my mother, but one of his cousins knew someone who knew my



mother’s sister, so that was enough. More important, my mother fit my
father’s physical requirements for a wife. Like most Iranians, my father
preferred a fair-skinned woman with straight, light-colored hair. Having
spent a year in America as a Fulbright scholar, he had returned with a photo
of a woman he found attractive and asked his older sister, Sedigeh, to find
someone who resembled her. Sedigeh had asked around, and that is how at
age seventeen my mother officially gave up her dreams, married my father,
and had a child by the end of the year.

As the students continued staring at us, Mrs. Sandberg gestured to my
mother to come up to the board. My mother reluctantly obeyed. I cringed.
Mrs. Sandberg, using a combination of hand gestures, started pointing to the
map and saying, “Iran? Iran? Iran?” Clearly, Mrs. Sandberg had planned on
incorporating us into the day’s lesson. I only wished she had told us that
earlier so we could have stayed home.

After a few awkward attempts by my mother to find Iran on the map,
Mrs. Sandberg finally understood that it wasn’t my mother’s lack of English
that was causing a problem, but rather her lack of world geography. Smiling
graciously, she pointed my mother back to her seat. Mrs. Sandberg then
showed everyone, including my mother and me, where Iran was on the
map. My mother nodded her head, acting as if she had known the location
all along but had preferred to keep it a secret. Now all the students stared at
us, not just because I had come to school with my mother, not because we
couldn’t speak their language, but because we were stupid. I was especially
mad at my mother, because she had negated the positive impression I had
made previously by reciting the color wheel. I decided that starting the next
day, she would have to stay home.

The bell finally rang and it was time for us to leave. Leffingwell
Elementary was just a few blocks from our house and my father, grossly
underestimating our ability to get lost, had assumed that my mother and I
would be able to find our way home. She and I wandered aimlessly, perhaps
hoping for a shooting star or a talking animal to help guide us back. None of
the streets or houses looked familiar. As we stood pondering our
predicament, an enthusiastic young girl came leaping out of her house and
said something. Unable to understand her, we did what we had done all day:



we smiled. The girl’s mother joined us, then gestured for us to follow her
inside. I assumed that the girl, who appeared to be the same age as I, was a
student at Leffingwell Elementary; having us inside her house was probably
akin to having the circus make a personal visit.

Her mother handed us a telephone, and my mother, who had, thankfully,
memorized my father’s work number, called him and explained our
situation. My father then spoke to the American woman and gave her our
address. This kind stranger agreed to take us back to our house.

Perhaps fearing that we might show up at their doorstep again, the
woman and her daughter walked us all the way to our front porch and even
helped my mother unlock the unfamiliar door. After making one last futile
attempt at communication, they waved good-bye. Unable to thank them in
words, we smiled even more broadly.

After spending an entire day in America, surrounded by Americans, I
realized that my father’s description of America had been correct. The
bathrooms were clean and the people were very, very kind.
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Hot Dogs and Wild Geese

Moving to America was both exciting and frightening, but we found great
comfort in knowing that my father spoke English. Having spent years
regaling us with stories about his graduate years in America, he had left us
with the distinct impression that America was his second home. My mother
and I planned to stick close to him, letting him guide us through the exotic
American landscape that he knew so well. We counted on him not only to
translate the language but also to translate the culture, to be a link to this
most foreign of lands. He was to be our own private Rosetta stone.

Once we reached America, we wondered whether perhaps my father had
confused his life in America with someone else’s. Judging from the
bewildered looks of store cashiers, gas station attendants, and waiters, my
father spoke a version of English not yet shared with the rest of America.
His attempts to find a “vater closet” in a department store would usually
lead us to the drinking fountain or the home furnishings section. Asking my
father to ask the waitress the definition of “sloppy Joe” or “Tater Tots” was
no problem. His translations, however, were highly suspect. Waitresses
would spend several minutes responding to my father’s questions, and these
responses, in turn, would be translated as “She doesn’t know.” Thanks to
my father’s translations, we stayed away from hot dogs, catfish, and hush
puppies, and no amount of caviar in the sea would have convinced us to try
mud pie.

We wondered how my father had managed to spend several years
attending school in America yet remain so utterly befuddled by Americans.
We soon discovered that his college years had been spent mainly in the
library, where he had managed to avoid contact with all Americans except
his engineering professors. As long as the conversation was limited to



vectors, surface tension, and fluid mechanics, my father was Fred Astaire
with words. But one step outside the scintillating world of petroleum
engineering and he had two left tongues.

My father’s only other regular contact in college had been his roommate,
a Pakistani who spent his days preparing curry. Since neither spoke English
but both liked curries, they got along splendidly. The person who had
assigned them together had probably hoped they would either learn English
or invent a common language for the occasion. Neither happened.

My father’s inability to understand spoken English was matched only by
his efforts to deny the problem. His constant attempts at communicating
with Americans seemed at first noble and adventurous, then annoying.
Somewhere between his thick Persian accent and his use of vocabulary
found in pre-World War II British textbooks, my father spoke a private
language. That nobody understood him hurt his pride, so what he lacked in
speaking ability, he made up for by reading. He was the only person who
actually read each and every document before he signed it. Buying a
washing machine from Sears might take the average American thirty
minutes, but by the time my father had finished reading the warranties,
terms of contracts, and credit information, the store was closing and the
janitor was asking us to please step aside so he could finish mopping the
floor.

My mother’s approach to learning English consisted of daily lessons with
Monty Hall and Bob Barker. Her devotion to Let’s Make a Deal and The
Price Is Right was evident in her newfound ability to recite useless
information. After a few months of television viewing, she could correctly
tell us whether a coffeemaker cost more or less than $19.99. How many
boxes of Hamburger Helper, Swanson’s TV dinners, or Turtle Wax could
one buy without spending a penny more than twenty dollars? She knew
that, too. Strolling down the grocery aisle, she rejoiced in her celebrity
sightings—Lipton tea! Campbell’s tomato soup! Betty Crocker Rich &
Creamy Frosting! Every day, she would tell us the day’s wins and losses on
the game shows. “He almost won the boat, but the wife picked curtain
number two and they ended up with a six-foot chicken statue.” The bad
prizes on Let’s Make a Deal sounded far more intriguing than the good



ones. Who would want the matching La-Z-Boy recliners when they could
have the adult-size crib and high-chair set?

My mother soon decided that the easiest way for her to communicate
with Americans was to use me as an interpreter. My brother Farshid, with
his schedule full of soccer, wrestling, and karate, was too busy to be
recruited for this dubious honor. At an age when most parents are guiding
their kids toward independence, my mother was hanging on to me for dear
life. I had to accompany her to the grocery store, the hairdresser, the doctor,
and every place else that a kid wouldn’t want to go. My reward for doing
this was the constant praise of every American we encountered. Hearing a
seven-year-old translate Persian into English and vice versa made quite an
impression on everyone. People lavished compliments on me. “You must be
very, very smart, a genius maybe.” I always responded by assuring them
that if they ever moved to another country, they, too, would learn the
language. (What I wanted to say was that I wished I could be at home
watching The Brady Bunch instead of translating the qualities of various
facial moisturizers.) My mother had her own response to the compliments:
“Americans are easily impressed.”

I always encouraged my mother to learn English, but her talents lay
elsewhere. Since she had never learned English in school, she had no idea
of its grammar. She would speak entire paragraphs without using any verbs.
She referred to everyone and everything as “it,” leaving the listener
wondering whether she was talking about her husband or the kitchen table.
Even if she did speak a sentence more or less correctly, her accent made it
incomprehensible. “W” and “th” gave her the most difficulty. As if God
were playing a linguistic joke on us, we lived in “Vee-tee-er” (Whittier), we
shopped at “Veetvood” (Whitwood) Plaza, I attended “Leffingvell” School,
and our neighbor was none other than “Valter Villiams.”

Despite little progress on my mother’s part, I continually encouraged her.
Rather than teach her English vocabulary and grammar, I eventually
decided to teach her entire sentences to repeat. I assumed that once she got
used to speaking correctly, I could be removed, like training wheels, and
she would continue coasting. I was wrong.



Noticing some insects in our house one day, my mother asked me to call
the exterminator. I looked up the number, then told my mother to call and
say, “We have silverfish in our house.” My mother grumbled, dialed the
number, and said, “Please come rrright a-vay. Goldfeeesh all over dee
house.” The exterminator told her he’d be over as soon as he found his
fishing pole.

A few weeks later, our washing machine broke. A repairman was
summoned and the leaky pipe was quickly replaced. My mother wanted to
know how to remove the black stain left by the leak. “Y’all are gonna hafta
use some elbow grease,” he said. I thanked him and paid him and walked
with my mother to the hardware store. After searching fruitlessly for elbow
grease, | asked the salesclerk for help. “It removes stains,” I added. The
manager was called.

Once the manager finished laughing, he gave us the disappointing
explanation. My mother and I walked home empty-handed. That, I later
learned, is what Americans call a wild-goose chase.

Now that my parents have lived in America for thirty years, their English
has improved somewhat, but not as much as one would hope. It’s not
entirely their fault; English is a confusing language. When my father paid
his friend’s daughter the compliment of calling her homely, he meant she
would be a great housewife. When he complained about horny drivers, he
was referring to their tendency to honk. And my parents still don’t
understand why teenagers want to be cool so they can be hot.

I no longer encourage my parents to learn English. I’ve given up. Instead,
I’'m grateful for the wave of immigration that has brought Iranian television,
newspapers, and supermarkets to America. Now, when my mother wants to
ask the grocer whether he has any more eggplants in the back that are a
little darker and more firm, because the ones he has out aren’t right for
khoresht bademjun, she can do so in Persian, all by herself. And for that, I
say hallelujah, a word that needs no translation.
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In the gutter

My father grew up poor in Ahwaz, Iran. His parents died at an early age,
brought down by maladies readily cured today. He and his siblings survived
through teamwork, and now, even though they are well into their seventies
and have many kids and grandkids, they remain the central players in one
another’s lives. They have supported one another through deaths and
illnesses and rejoiced in one another’s good fortune. If someone were to ask
my father about his proudest moment, he would probably mention the day
his nephew Muhammad finally bought a house in America, or the day his
great-nephew Mahan graduated from law school. Telling my father that his
beloved older sister, Sedigeh, is angry with him is like putting a grown man
in time out. He just can’t stand it. The unbreakable bond between my father
and his siblings serves as a testimonial that even though their parents lived
very short lives, they did something right.

My father’s hardscrabble life also left him with a burning desire to get
rich. History is full of stories of men overcoming poverty to amass great
fortunes in steel or pig farming. Others reach great heights through
education, becoming successful doctors and lawyers. My father was an
educated man, but as a salaried engineer, he had not a chance of becoming
rich, and he knew it. Unwilling to abandon his champagne wishes and
caviar dreams, my father dreamed of ways to get rich that required neither
hard work nor further education. His dream was that the doorbell would
ring and he would answer it. Standing there would be a man in a three-piece
navy blue suit who would ask him, “Are you Kazem?”

“Yes,” my father would answer.



Then the man would inform my father that through a series of
unbelievable circumstances, he had come into boatloads of money.

It was with this mind-set that my father decided to enter Bowling for
Dollars.

In his attempts to embrace American culture, my father had joined the
local bowling league. Every Wednesday evening, he would head off to the
bowling alley, returning with spellbinding stories about strikes and gutters.
Somewhere along the way, he started to believe that he was a gifted bowler.
I suspect it had something to do with the American habit of generously
heaping praise and encouragement on anyone who tries anything. At some
point, someone must have yelled “Good job, Kaz!,” which my father
interpreted as “You should go on television and win a fortune!”

Bowling for Dollars was a game show that merged the fascinating world
of bowling with the thrill of Las Vegas. All a contestant had to do to win the
jackpot was roll two strikes in a row. The jackpot grew each time a
contestant failed to win, taking the excitement up a notch. My parents and |
watched the show religiously, with my father’s running commentary, which
did not resemble that of traditional sports announcers, in the background.
My father’s comments ranged from “You should’ve gotten that!” to “I
would’ve gotten that!” From our sofa, bowling looked easy, and we
couldn’t understand why so many contestants failed to win the jackpot. At
the end of each show, viewers were encouraged to call the studio to become
a contestant. My father gathered the courage to call and was invited to come
for a trial run.

Like a bride preparing to walk down the aisle, my father carefully chose
his clothing, got a haircut, and practiced saying “Hello, I am Kazem” to the
bathroom mirror. My mother, now a self-declared bowling expert, gave him
all kinds of advice. “Make sure you win.”

My father drove the hour-and-a-half round-trip to the Bur-bank studio for
the first trial run and returned feeling triumphant. He hadn’t bowled any
strikes, but he had been asked to return for the second practice. If the
second practice went well, he would then appear on television.



Another hour-and-a-half trip for the second practice, and he was selected
to return for a taping of the show. My father was hoping that none of the
contestants before him would win, so that the jackpot would be really big.
He didn’t want to merely win the jackpot; he wanted to win a huge one.

The big day finally arrived and my father was ready to strike it rich. He
filled the Impala with gas and set off for the third and final drive to the
studio. We waited anxiously at home.

My father returned that night looking sadder than I had ever seen him. In
his two tries, he had hit a total of only seven pins, winning seven dollars. He
had never before bowled so poorly. He blamed his poor performance on
everything from the lights to the long drive. We didn’t care why he hadn’t
won; we just could not recall anybody winning so little on Bowling for
Dollars. My father had spent several times as much on gasoline just driving
back and forth to the studio.

When the performance was aired a few weeks after the taping, we
watched in silence. My father looked very nervous on television, especially
after he hit his first gutter ball. After the second gutter ball, he looked
positively panicked.

After this brush with fame, we no longer watched Bowling for Dollars.
We didn’t feel the same emotional involvement. Who were we to criticize
these people, all of whom managed to win more than seven dollars?

Shortly thereafter, my father gave up bowling entirely, deciding it was a
stupid sport, if one could even call it a sport. More important, his
Wednesday evening bowling nights had forced him to miss The Sonny and
Cher Comedy Hour. Now he was able to squeeze onto the sofa with the rest
of us and catch up.
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Save Me, Mickey

When we first came to America in 1972, we knew we would be staying
only for about two years. This gave us approximately 104 weekends to see
everything there was to see in California. From Knott’s Berry Farm to
Marine World, from the Date Festival to the Garlic Festival, we saw it all.
Along the way, we tasted garlic ice cream, date shakes, and cherry slushies,
and other foods that we no longer remember, although we do recall the
ensuing scrambles to the drugstore for Rolaids.

Because we were new to this country, we were impressed not just by the
big attractions but also by the little things—smiling employees, clean
bathrooms, and clear signage. Our ability to be impressed by the large
selection of key chains at the souvenir shops guaranteed that every place we
saw delighted us.

There was, however, one attraction that stood apart, one whose
sweatshirts we wore with pride, one that generated near religious devotion:
Disneyland. My father believed that Walt Disney was a genius, a man
whose vision allowed everyone, regardless of age, to relive the wonderment
of childhood. Ask my father what he considers to be man’s greatest creation
in the twentieth century and he won’t say computers, the Concorde, or knee
replacement surgery. For him, “Pirates of the Caribbean” represents the
pinnacle of man’s creative achievement. No matter how many times my
father goes on that ride, he remains as impressed as a Disneyland virgin.
“Did you see that pirate leg hanging over the bridge? Could somebody
remind me that it wasn’t real? And the battle between the ships, geez, was I
the only one ready to duck and cover? What kind of a man would think of
creating something like this? A genius, that’s who.” I doubt that even Walt
Disney’s mother felt as much pride in her son as my father did.



According to my father, any activity that is enjoyed by our family will be
exponentially more enjoyable if shared with others. A crowded dinner at his
sister’s house where only half the guests have chairs is preferred to a meal
with four people and ample seating. His tribal nature may result from
having grown up with eight siblings, but whatever the root cause, my father
decided that if Disneyland was fun for our family, just think how much
more fun it would be with twenty other people. That is how one weekend
we found ourselves at Disneyland’s main entrance with six of my father’s
Iranian colleagues and their families.

I had already been to Disneyland fifteen times and was, frankly, getting a
little sick of the place. I knew every turn in every ride and all the punch
lines to all the shows. But nonetheless, on yet another Saturday morning, I
stood in front of Mr. Toad’s Wild Ride with a large group of people, all
oohing and aahing, as my father, the self-appointed ambassador to the
Magic Kingdom, pointed out fascinating tidbits: “See how people just wait
patiently in these long lines? In other countries, you’d have a fight! But not
here, this is America.”

We roamed through Disneyland like a herd of buffalo, stopping only at
the rides deemed worthy by my father. At one point, we found ourselves
near the telephones where one could talk to Mickey Mouse. As my father
was busy explaining the wonders of the nearby Monsanto ride with the big
eyeball that looks positively real, I decided to experiment with the phones,
which I had somehow never tried before. I picked up the receiver and
discovered that there was no conversation with Mickey Mouse on these so-
called phones, just a taped message. Disgruntled, I hung up and looked
around to find the rest of the herd. They were gone.

One of my father’s biggest fears in moving to America was child
kidnappings. Our hometown, Abadan, was about as safe a place as one
could hope for. We knew all the neighbors, everyone looked out for
everyone else’s kids, and there was basically no crime other than petty theft.
Whenever my relatives came to visit us in America, they would watch the
evening news a few times, and then refuse to leave the house. “It’s too
dangerous here,” they always said. “Why are there so many shootings?” In
Iran, citizens do not have access to guns, so we do not have the types of



crimes that so often lead to murders in America. My father was acutely
aware of the dangers inherent in our new surroundings and lectured me
regularly on the perils of strangers and how I should always go to the police
if I ever needed help.

There were no police officers in Disneyland, so instead I opted for the
young man in the powder blue jumpsuit wearing the hat that resembled an
inverted origami boat. “I’m lost,” T told him. “Okay,” he said in a kind
voice. “Can you tell me what your parents look like?” I told him. “Now can
you tell me what your parents are wearing?” he asked. No seven-year-old,
except maybe a young Giorgio Armani, could tell you what his parents were
wearing on a given day.

After my failure to answer the clothing question, Mr. Polyester escorted
me to a small building near the main entrance. This was the Lost and
Found, a place that, not surprisingly, I had never noticed during my
previous visits. Once I entered the room, I started to cry. Several women
surrounded me and asked me my name, which I, in the midst of my mucus-
choked sobs, had to repeat several times. “What kind of a name is that?”
one of them asked. It was as if I was doomed to answer the same questions
over and over again, for the rest of my life.

“I’m from Iran,” I sniffled.

“How nice,” she said. From the look on her face, I could tell she had no
idea where that was. Another one complimented me on my English. Then
they told me not to worry. I could just sit down here and color while I
waited for my parents to come and get me. I continued to cry. The three
women tried to comfort me, but by then I had decided to cry the whole
time.

A few minutes later, the door opened and in came a screaming boy who
looked to be a few years younger than I. As Team Comfort rushed to his
side, it became apparent that this boy spoke no English. No matter what the
women said to him, he just screamed. When asked his name, he shook his
head and cried louder. In desperation, one of the employees turned around
and started walking toward me with a big I-have-a-great-idea smile on her
face. I knew what was coming. “Is that boy from your country?” she asked



me. “Why, yes,” I wanted to tell her. “In my country, which I own, this is
National Lose Your Child at Disneyland Day.”

“No,” I told her. “He’s not from my country.” I had no idea where the
screamer was from, but I knew he wasn’t Iranian. A gerbil would never
mistake a hamster for a gerbil, and I would never mistake a non-Iranian for
an Iranian. Despite the belief of most Westerners that all Middle Easterners
look alike, we can pick each other out of a crowd as easily as my Japanese
friends pick out their own from a crowd of Asians. It’s like we have a
certain radio frequency that only other Iranian radars pick up.

After a few futile attempts to communicate with the boy, another one of
the women came to me and asked me if I could please, in my language, ask
that boy his name. I told her that I spoke Persian and I was certain that the
boy did not. The woman then knelt down and got real close to my face,
skills picked up during Coercion 101. Speaking very slowly, she told me
that she needed me to do her a favor. I could tell she was trying to
remember my name. She was thinking hard. “Sweetie,” she finally said,
choosing to sidestep the name like a soldier avoiding a land mine, “could
you just try to talk to him? Will you do it for Mickey?”

I wanted to tell her that Mickey was the reason I was lost in the first
place. Had I not been trying to talk to him on those so-called phones, I
wouldn’t be sitting here. I didn’t owe that rodent anything.

I once again told her that I spoke Persian and I could just tell that the boy
did not. “Could you just try?” she pleaded.

Just to get rid of her, I walked up to the boy, who, breaking all stamina
records, was still crying, and said in Persian, “Are you Iranian?” The boy
stopped crying for a moment, then let out the loudest scream heard since
biblical times. Not only was he separated from his loved ones, he was now
trapped in the Tower of Babel.

Although I was sorry for the little boy, I also felt vindicated. I went back
to my coloring book, no longer feeling the urge to cry. I colored a few
pages; then, lo and behold, in walked my father, looking completely
panicked and breathless. He ran and hugged me and asked me whether I had



cried. “Of course not,” I answered. He told me that I had gotten lost just
when the group split in two, so an hour went by before anyone noticed I
was missing. “I thought you had been kidnapped,” he told me, still out of
breath. Timing is key, and I knew this was my moment. “Could we go to the
gift shop?” I asked. “Anything you want,” he said, “anything at all.”

We had to leave Disneyland early that day because my father was too
weak in the knees to continue. Even the thought of “Pirates of the
Caribbean” could not revive him.

We spent the usual half hour looking for our car in the parking lot. I
clutched closely two helium balloons, items my father prior to this visit had
always called a waste of money and never bought for me, a two-foot-long
pencil with scenes from Disneyland, a complete set of miniature plastic
Seven Dwarves with their own carrying case, and a Winnie-the-Pooh pencil
holder. In the midst of my father’s newfound appreciation for me, I also
asked him if he would take me to the Movieland Wax Museum the
following week. “Sure,” he said. “Anything you want.”

My father spent the drive home re-creating my actions in his absence.
“So how did you know for sure you were lost?” he asked.

“I couldn’t see you guys,” I answered.

“How did you know whom to go to?” he continued.

“I looked for someone who worked there.”

“How did you know he worked there and he wasn’t just standing around
looking for lost kids?”

“He had the same outfit as the other six people around him and he had a
name tag.”

“A name tag, huh? Very clever.”

I knew what he was thinking. Thanks to Mickey, I had been elevated
from child-who-can’t-learn-to-swim to child genius.



The following weekend, standing in the Movieland Wax Museum gift
shop, I was having a hard time deciding among the visor, the inflatable mini
pool with the museum logo, and the deck of cards emblazoned with four
different movie stars. Then I heard my father utter the magic phrase “Why
don’t we just get all of them?” “Good idea,” I said, hoping his newly
generous view of useless purchases was more than a passing phase.

We left the gift shop with my father holding firmly on to my hand, just as
he had done the entire day. Clutching my purchases with my other hand, I
basked in my new status as favorite child. Perhaps I did owe that rodent
something.
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Swoosh-Swoosh

Every family has a daredevil. In my father’s family, the honor goes to Uncle
Nematollah, whose daring feat consisted of selecting his own wives, three
times.

Marriage, in my culture, has nothing to do with romance. It’s a matter of
logic. If Mr. and Mrs. Ahmadi like Mr. and Mrs. Nejati, then their children
should get married. On the other hand, if the parents don’t like each other,
but the children do, well, this is where sad poetry comes from. As odd as
these logical unions may appear to the Western world, their success rate is
probably no worse than that of marriages based on eyes meeting across a
crowded room and the heart going va-va-va-boom.

After my uncle’s second divorce, he decided to take a break from his
medical practice in Ahwaz and come visit us in Whittier. For my American
friends, “a visiting relative” meant a three-night stay. In my family,
relatives’ stays were marked by seasons, not nights. No one bothered
coming halfway around the world for just the month of December. Might as
well stay to experience spring in California, the children’s graduation
ceremonies in June, and Halloween. It didn’t matter that our house was
barely big enough for us. My father’s motto has always been “Room in the
heart, room in the house.” As charming as this sounds, it translates into a
long line for the bathroom and extra loads of laundry for my mother.

My father and his younger brother, Nematollah, share many interests,
none stronger than the love of new foods. Some experience a foreign land
through museums or historical sights, but for our family, America was to be
experienced through the taste buds. Every day, Kazem and Nematollah, like
cavemen headed for the hunt, would drive to the local supermarket,
returning with cans and boxes of mysterious American products. They



picked foods for the pictures on the containers, inadvertently proving that
American marketing is sometimes better than American cooking. Since
Iranian flavors are quite different from the flavors found in American
convenience foods, most of the purchases ended up in the trash can.

In Iran, meal preparation took up half of each day, starting early in the
morning with my mother telling our servant, Zahra, which vegetables to
clean and cut. The vegetables were either grown in our garden or had been
purchased the day before. The ingredients in our meals were limited to what
was in season. Summer meant eggplant or okra stew, fresh tomatoes, and
tiny cucumbers that I would peel and salt. Winter meant celery or rhubarb
stew, cilantro, parsley, fenugreek, and my favorite fruit, sweet lemon, which
is a thin-skinned, aromatic citrus not found in America. There was no such
thing as canned, frozen, or fast food. Everything, except for bread, which
was purchased daily, was made from scratch. Eating meant having to wait
for hours for all the ingredients to blend together just right. When the meal
was finally ready, we all sat together and savored the sensuous experience
of a delicious Persian meal. Upscale restaurants in America, calling
themselves “innovative and gourmet,” prepare food the way we used to. In
Iran, it was simply how everybody ate.

As Zahra began frying the onions and vegetables each morning, delicious
smells wafted through our house. She and her husband, Ali, who was our
gardener, lived in a small house on our property. Unlike America, where
only the very wealthy have live-in servants, in Iran even middle-class
families employ full-time help. Ali and Zahra were from a small village in
northern Iran; with us, they could earn more money than was possible back
home. They were very happy, and even though my parents found them
another family to live with, no one cried harder than they did when we
moved to America.

After several weeks of trying every TV dinner, canned good, and cereal,
my father and uncle concluded that the only ready-made American foods
worth buying were canned chili, ice cream, and Chips Ahoy cookies. The
rest, they concluded, was too salty, too sweet, or just plain bad.

They next set out to explore the unknown territory of American fast food.
We lived near a strip mall well supplied with restaurants, all of which took a



similar high-grease approach to cooking. Starting at one end, we ate our
way through the mall, skipping only a hot dog place called Der
Wienerschnitzel. The name was unpronounceable and we had no interest in
dogs, hot or otherwise.

After weeks of research, we concluded that Kentucky Fried Chicken was
the best thing we had tasted in America, followed by Baskin-Robbins, every
last one of its flavors. No one was made happier by our foray into eating
prepared foods than my mother, who, lacking both Iranian ingredients and
Zahra, had a very difficult time cooking in America. The Colonel’s secret
recipe had set my mother free.

Several times a week, my father would buy a couple of buckets of fried
chicken on his way home from work. We’d fight over the crispy crumbs at
the bottom and wash it all down with Coke. On other nights, we ate pizza,
marveling at the stretchy cheese and our insatiable appetite for this
wondrous food.

A couple of months after my uncle’s arrival, he realized that somehow
none of the clothes in his suitcase fit him. He had spent the past few weeks
wearing his new American wardrobe of T-shirts and sweat suits, clothes that
had stretched with his palate. My uncle spent the morning trying on all his
old clothes, putting on a fashion show of sorts. With his pants halfway
around his bottom, he hopped around telling us that these were the same
pants he had worn on the airplane two months ago! Unable to button his
shirts, he sucked in his gut and tried not to exhale. My father tried to help
him with the various buttons, zippers, and snaps, which refused to button,
zip, or snap. It was no use. My uncle had come to America to forget his
marital problems. In a way, he had succeeded. Now he had his weight to
worry about.

Starting that day, my uncle decided to lose weight. Dragging me along as
his interpreter, he and I headed for the Sav-On drugstore to buy diet pills
and a scale. We came home feeling hopeful. My uncle swallowed a few
pills, then took his regular spot on the sofa to watch the game shows. The
next morning, he weighed himself, threw out the diet pills, and dragged me
once again to the drugstore. This time, we returned with a powder, which
was supposed to be mixed with milk and consumed instead of meals. Since



we didn’t have a blender, he spent hours in the kitchen, stirring vigorously
with a fork, trying to smooth the clumps to make his meals bearable.

A couple of days of this powdered cuisine and my uncle actually lost a
few pounds. Things were going well until he decided that adding a couple
of scoops of Baskin-Robbins improved the flavor substantially.

Following my uncle’s post-diet celebration meal, he discovered that his
attempts at dieting had left him with a few souvenir pounds. With renewed
dedication, my uncle turned to Plan B. Our marathon television-watching
sessions now had a higher purpose. I was to write down the phone numbers
for all the products that quickly and painlessly melted away the extra
pounds. Ten minutes into Love, American Style and we had our catch. I
dialed the number on the television screen and ordered the cure. Waiting for
the package to arrive, my uncle was on a frenzied mission. Like a soldier
making love for the last time before he goes to war, Uncle Nematollah spent
the next few days embracing his favorite American foods one last time,
some twice. Knowing the end was near, he began trying foods whose siren
song we had thus far ignored: Twinkies, tacos, beef jerky, guacamole, and
maple syrup.

The package finally arrived. The miracle cure was a stomach girdle. For
$19.99, Uncle Nematollah had purchased a scuba-diving outfit of sorts that
covered only the stomach, the original owner perhaps having been attacked
by a school of sharks. The contraption, when worn for days on end, was
supposed to train the wearer to eat less, while firming the stomach muscles.
Getting my uncle’s overflowing gut to fit the stomach girdle was a task left
to my father. Every morning, before going to work, he helped his brother
squeeze into his sausage casing, being careful not to trap Nematollah’s
ample body hair in the zipper. If you ignored the bulging rolls escaping
from above and below the stomach girdle, my uncle did look slimmer. But
it was hard getting used to his new, erect posture, which prevented him
from slumping on the sofa with the rest of us. He strolled around the house
admiring his new silhouette, pretending that having his organs crushed was
somehow enjoyable. But like all forms of self-inflicted pain, the stomach
girdle eventually lost its appeal. It may have been the severe cramping after



meals, the inability to slouch, or the welt marks on his skin, but either way,
the girdle became history.

Uncle Nematollah’s next shortcut to svelteness consisted of a specially
constructed exercise outfit, advertised during The Newlywed Game, that
promised to help sweat away those pesky pounds. The outfit was
constructed of a thick silver material, a cross between aluminum foil and
vinyl, something perhaps left over from a failed space mission and
purchased at a NASA garage sale. The instructions stated that the outfit had
to be worn for twenty minutes before each meal, during which the wearer
was supposed to engage in some form of exercise. My uncle decided to
speed the weight-loss process by wearing his moon suit all day. He thought
nothing of circling the block endlessly, leaving neighbors wondering
whether perhaps he was looking for the mother ship. Dressed for a jaunt on
Venus, he strolled to the supermarket, the hardware store, and everywhere
else he needed to go. Unable to understand English, he had apparently
forgotten the international meaning of stares as well. Kids at school asked
me about the strange guy who was staying with us. In terms of weirdness,
my family and I were now off the charts.

The state of euphoria brought on by losing a few pounds soon wore off,
accelerated perhaps by the annoying stench of stale sweat emanating from
the suit. As far as we knew, the suit was not washable. As attached as he
had become to his dehydration chamber, my uncle had to admit it was time
to get rid of it.

A few more hours of TV viewing and we placed an order for the Body
Shaper. This latest gizmo consisted of a nylon cord attached to several
pulleys. By attaching the Body Shaper to a doorknob and lying in the most
inconvenient spot possible, the user could exercise one arm or leg, two arms
and two legs, one arm and one leg, or any other combination.

Perhaps realizing some contortion fantasy, my uncle was completely
hooked on the Body Shaper. He spent his days attached to various
doorknobs doing endless leg lifts. Transformed into human scissors, he
sliced through the air for hours. We learned the hard way never to open a
closed door without first listening for the distinct swoosh-swoosh coming
from behind the door. It was a mystery why his latest weight-loss gizmo



was so successful. We assumed his dedication had something to do with his
impending return to Iran and his desire to find a wife. Male peacocks
display their feathers to attract the female, but a male human displaying an
overflowing gut yields far different results.

A month later, with the Body Shaper having worked its magic, Uncle
Nematollah was ready to go home We watched him pack his suitcases, all
of us wishing he could stay longer. My uncle had exercised his way into our
hearts, and the house was going to seem empty without him.
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With a Little Help From My Friends

I was lucky to have come to America years before the political upheaval in
Iran. The Americans we encountered were kind and curious, unafraid to ask
questions and willing to listen. As soon as I spoke enough English to
communicate, I found myself being interviewed nonstop by children and
adults alike. My life became one long-running Oprah show, minus the free
luxury accommodations in Chicago, and Oprah.

On the topic of Iran, American minds were tabulae rasae. Judging from
the questions asked, it was clear that most Americans in 1972 had never
heard of Iran. We did our best to educate. “You know Asia? Well, you go
south at the Soviet Union and there we are.” Or we’d try to be more
bucolic, mentioning being south of the beautiful Caspian Sea, “where the
famous caviar comes from.” Most people in Whittier did not know about
the famous caviar and once we explained what it was, they’d scrunch up
their faces. “Fish eggs?” they would say. “Gross.” We tried mentioning our
proximity to Afghanistan or Iraq, but it was no use. Having exhausted our
geographical clues, we would say, “You’ve heard of India, Japan, or China?
We’re on the same continent.”

We had always known that ours is a small country and that America is
very big. But even as a seven-year-old, I was surprised that so many
Americans had never noticed us on the map. Perhaps it’s like driving a
Yugo and realizing that the eighteen-wheeler can’t see you.

In Iran, geography is a requirement in every grade. Since the government
issues textbooks, every student studies the same material in the same grade.
In first-grade geography, I had to learn the shape of Iran and the location of
its capital, Tehran. I had to memorize that we shared borders with Turkey,



Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iraq, and the USSR. I also knew that I lived on the
continent of Asia.

None of the kids in Whittier, a city an hour outside of Los Angeles, ever
asked me about geography. They wanted to know about more important
things, such as camels. How many did we own back home? What did we
feed them? Was it a bumpy ride? I always disappointed them by admitting
that I had never seen a camel in my entire life. And as far as a ride goes, our
Chevrolet was rather smooth. They reacted as if I had told them that there
really was a person in the Mickey Mouse costume.

We were also asked about electricity, tents, and the Sahara. Once again,
we disappointed, admitting that we had electricity, that we did not own a
tent, and that the Sahara was on another continent. Intent to remedy the
image of our homeland as backward, my father took it upon himself to
enlighten Americans whenever possible. Any unsuspecting American who
asked my father a question received, as a bonus, a lecture on the successful
history of the petroleum industry in Iran. As my father droned on, I watched
the faces of these kind Americans, who were undoubtedly making mental
notes never to talk to a foreigner again.

My family and I wondered why Americans had such a mistaken image of
Iran. We were offered a clue one day by a neighbor, who told us that he
knew about Iran because he had seen Lawrence of Arabia. Whoever
Lawrence was, we had never heard of him, we said. My father then
explained that Iranians are an Indo-European people; we are not Arabs. We
do, however, have two things in common with Saudi Arabia, he continued:
“Islam and petroleum.” “Now, I won’t bore you with religion,” he said, “but
let me tell you about the petroleum industry.”

Another neighbor, a kindly old lady who taught me how to take care of
indoor plants, asked whether we had many cats back home. My father, with
his uncanny ability to forge friendships, said, “We don’t keep pets in our
homes. They are dirty.” “But your cats are so beautiful!” our neighbor said.
We had no idea what she was talking about. Seeing our puzzled
expressions, she showed us a picture of a beautiful, longhaired cat. “It’s a
Persian cat,” she said. That was news to us; the only cats we had ever seen
back home were the mangy strays that ate scraps behind people’s houses.



From that day, when I told people I was from Iran, I added “where Persian
cats come from.” That impressed them.

I tried my best to be a worthy representative of my homeland, but, like a
Hollywood celebrity relentlessly pursued by paparazzi, I sometimes got
tired of the questions. I, however, never punched anybody with my fists; I
used words. One boy at school had a habit of asking me particularly stupid
questions. One day he inquired about camels, again. This time, perhaps
foreshadowing a vocation in storytelling, I told him that, yes, we had
camels, a one-hump and a two-hump. The one-hump belonged to my
parents and the two-hump was our family station wagon. His eyes widened.

“Where do you keep them?” he asked.
“In the garage, of course,” I told him.

Having heard what he wanted to hear, he ran off to share his knowledge
with the rest of the kids on the playground. He was very angry once he
realized that I had fooled him, but at least he never asked me another
question.

Often kids tried to be funny by chanting, “I ran to I-ran, I ran to I-ran.”
The correct pronunciation, I always informed them, is “Ee-rahn.” “I ran” is
a sentence, I told them, as in “I ran away from my geography lesson.”

Older boys often asked me to teach them “some bad words in your
language.” At first, I politely refused. My refusal merely increased their
determination, so I solved the problem by teaching them phrases like man
kharam, which means “I’m an idiot.” I told them that what I was teaching
them was so nasty that they would have to promise never to repeat it to
anyone. They would then spend all of recess running around yelling, “I’m
an idiot! I’'m an idiot!” I never told them the truth. I figured that someday,
somebody would.

But almost every person who asked us a question asked with kindness.
Questions were often followed by suggestions of places to visit in
California. At school, the same children who inquired about camels also
shared their food with me. “I bet you’ve never tried an Oreo! Have one,” or



“My mom just baked these peanut butter cookies and she sent you one.”
Kids invited me to their houses to show me what their rooms looked like.
On Halloween, one family brought over a costume, knowing that I would
surely be the only kid in the Halloween parade without one. If someone had
been able to encapsulate the kindness of these second-graders in pill form,
the pills would undoubtedly put many war correspondents out of business.

After almost two years in Whittier, my father’s assignment was
completed and we had to return home. The last month of our stay, I attended
one slumber party after another, all thrown in my honor. This avalanche of
kindness did not make our impending departure any easier. Everyone
wanted to know when we would come back to America. We had no answer,
but we invited them all to visit us in Iran. I knew no one would ever take us
up on our offer, because Iran was off the radar screen for most people. My
friends considered visiting their grandmothers in Oregon to be a long trip,
so visiting me in Iran was like taking a left turn at the next moon. It wasn’t
going to happen. I didn’t know then that I would indeed be returning to
America about two years later.

Between frenzied shopping trips to Sears to buy presents for our relatives
back home, my mother spent her last few weeks giving gifts to our
American friends. I had wondered why my mother had brought so many
Persian handicrafts with her; now I knew. Everyone, from my teachers to
the crossing guard to the Brownie leader to the neighbors, received
something. “Dees eez from my countay-ree. Es-pay-shay-ley for you,” she
would explain. These handicrafts, which probably turned up in garage sales
the following year, were received with tears and promises to write.

My mother was particularly sad to return to Iran. I had always assumed
that she would be relieved to return to her family and to a land where she
spoke the language and didn’t need me to act as her interpreter. But I
realized later that even though my mother could not understand anything
the crossing guard, Mrs. Popkin, said, she understood that this woman
looked out for me. And she understood her smiles. Even though my mother
never attended a Brownie meeting, she knew that the leader, Carrie’s mom,
opened up her home to us every week and led us through all kinds of
projects. No one paid her for this. And my mother knew that when it had



been my turn to bring snacks for the class, one of the moms had stepped in
and baked cupcakes. My best friend Connie’s older sister, Michele, had
tried to teach me to ride a bike, and Heather’s mom, although single with
two daughters, had hosted me overnight more times than I can remember.
Even though I had been the beneficiary of all the attention, my mother,
watching silently from a distance, had also felt the warmth of generosity
and kindness. It was hard to leave.

When my parents and I get together today, we often talk about our first
year in America. Even though thirty years have passed, our memories have
not faded. We remember the kindness more than ever, knowing that our
relatives who immigrated to this country after the Iranian Revolution did
not encounter the same America. They saw Americans who had bumper
stickers on their cars that read “Iranians: Go Home” or “We Play Cowboys
and Iranians.” The Americans they met rarely invited them to their houses.
These Americans felt that they knew all about Iran and its people, and they
had no questions, just opinions. My relatives did not think Americans were
very kind.
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Bernice

In America, I have an “ethnic” face, a certain immigrant look that says,
“I’m not Scandinavian.” When I lived in Abadan, my mother and I stood
out because we looked foreign. Abadan’s desert climate, which resembles
that of Palm Springs, produces olive-skinned inhabitants. My mother and I,
because of her Turkish ancestry, possess a skin color that on Nicole Kidman
is described as “porcelain” and on others as “fish-belly white.” In Abadan,
people always asked my mother whether she was European. “Well,” she’d
always gush, “my aunt lives in Germany.”

When we moved to California, we no longer looked foreign. With its
large Mexican population, Whittier could have passed as our hometown. As
long as we didn’t open our mouths, we looked as if we belonged. But just
one of my mother’s signature rambling sentences without a verb (“Shop so
good very happy at Sears”), and our cover was blown. Inevitably, people
would ask us where we were from, but our answer didn’t really matter. One
mention of our homeland and people would get that uncomfortable smile on
their face that says, “How nice. Where the heck is that?”

In 1976, my father’s new job took us to Newport Beach, a coastal town
where everyone is blond and sails. There, we stood out like a bunch of
Middle Eastern immigrants in a town where everyone is blond and sails.
People rarely asked us where we were from, because in Newport Beach, the
rule of thumb was “If not blond, then Mexican.” People would ask me
things like “Could you please tell Lupe that she doesn’t have to clean our
house next week, since we’re going to be on vacation.”

One would think that the inhabitants of Newport Beach, a town two
hours from the Mexican border, would speak at least a few words of
Spanish. But in a place where one’s tan is a legitimate topic of conversation



(“Is that from last weekend at the beach?” “No, I got this playing tennis
yesterday”), learning the language of the domestic help is not a priority.

During my first year in Newport Beach, my junior high was conducting
mandatory scoliosis checks. All the sixth-graders were herded into the gym
where we waited for the nurses to check the curvature in our backs. When it
came my turn, the nurse took a long look at my face and said, “Oh my God!
Are you Alaskan?”

“No, I’'m Iranian,” I replied.
“No way!” she shrieked. “Bernice, doesn’t this one look Alaskan?”

As Bernice waddled across the gym, I wanted to make her an offer. “How
about I tell Lupe not to come next week since you’re going to be on
vacation, and we just call it a day?”

During that same year, I was asked to speak about my homeland to a
seventh-grade class at my school. The girl who had asked me was a
neighbor who needed some extra credit in social studies. I showed up
complete with my books in Persian, a doll depicting a villager weaving a
Persian rug, several Persian miniatures, and some stuffed grape leaves,
courtesy of my mother. I stood in front of the class and said, “Hello, my
name is Firoozeh and I’m from Iran.” Before I could say anything else, the
teacher stood up and said, “Laura, you said she’s from Peru!” If my life
were a Hollywood musical, this would have been the beginning of the big
dance number.

You say tomato,

I say tomahto.

You say Persia,

I say Peru.

Let’s call the whole thing off.

So home I went with my Persian miniatures, my doll depicting a villager
weaving a Persian rug, and my books. At least my mother didn’t have to
cook dinner that night, since the thirty grape leaves were enough for all of
us.



During our stay in Newport Beach, the Iranian Revolution took place and
a group of Americans were taken hostage in the American embassy in
Tehran. Overnight, Iranians living in America became, to say the least, very
unpopular. For some reason, many Americans began to think that all
Iranians, despite outward appearances to the contrary, could at any given
moment get angry and take prisoners. People always asked us what we
thought of the hostage situation. “It’s awful,” we always said. This reply
was generally met with surprise. We were asked our opinion on the hostages
so often that I started reminding people that they weren’t in our garage. My
mother solved the problem by claiming to be from Russia or “Torekey.”
Sometimes I’d just say, “Have you noticed how all the recent serial killers
have been Americans? I won’t hold it against you.”

From Newport Beach, I moved to Berkeley, a town once described as the
armpit of California. But Berkeley wasn’t just any armpit, it was an armpit
in need of a shave and a shower, an armpit full of well-read people who had
not only heard of Iran but knew something about it. In Berkeley, people
were either thrilled or horrified to meet an Iranian. Reactions included “So
what do you think of the fascist American CIA pigs who supported the
Shah’s dictatorship only to use him as a puppet in their endless thirst for
power in the Middle East and other areas like Nicaragua?” Sometimes,
mentioning that I was from Iran completely ended the conversation. I never
knew why, but I assume some feared that I might really be yet another
female terrorist masquerading as a history of art major at UC—Berkeley. My
favorite category of question, however, assumed that all Iranians were really
just one big family: “Do you know Ali Akbari in Cincinnati?” people would
ask. “He’s so nice.”

During my years at Berkeley, I met Francois, a Frenchman who later
became my husband. It was during our friendship that I realized how unfair
my life had truly been. Being French in America is like having your hand
stamped with one of those passes that allows you to get into everything. All
Francois has to do is mention his obviously French name and people find
him intriguing. It is assumed that he’s a sensitive, well-read intellectual,
someone who, when not reciting Baudelaire, spends his days creating
Impressionist paintings.



Every American seems to have a favorite France story. “It was the
loveliest café and I can still taste the tarte tatin!” As far as I know, Francois
had not made that tarte tatin, although people are more than happy to give
him credit. “You know,” I always add, “France has an ugly colonial past.”
But it doesn’t matter. People see my husband and think of Gene Kelly
dancing with Leslie Caron. People see me and think of hostages.

This is why, in my next life, I am applying to come back as a Swede. I
assume that as a Swede, I will be a leggy blonde. Should God get things
confused and send me back as a Swede trapped in the body of a Middle
Eastern woman, I’ll just pretend I’'m French.
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A Dozen Key Chains

In my large extended family, each member has a reputation. This reputation,
carved in stone, is usually the result of a somewhat random act that for
some unknown reason takes on a far greater meaning, and becomes the
defining moment in a life. At the tender age of five, for instance, my cousin
Ardesheer developed the nasty habit of defecating behind his parents’ living
room curtains during their frequent formal dinner parties. Today someone
might interpret this behavior as a sign of anger, since the poor tot was stuck
with a nanny against his wishes while the other family members reveled.
Instead, it came to serve as a reflection of the type of person he really is.
Having outgrown his annoying and unique routine, Ardesheer went on to
become a restaurant owner. Recently at a family gathering that took place
during a slow patch in his otherwise successful career, someone mentioned
that Ardesheer’s restaurant wasn’t doing too well. To this my aunt replied,
“Well, what do you expect from someone who poops behind curtains?”

As much as Ardesheer has suffered from his reputation, my older brother
Farshid continues to thrive on his. When Farshid was in kindergarten back
in Abadan, he was, according to all reports, an extremely popular and
charismatic little person. This may not seem like such a big deal in other
families, but my parents, both of whom are painfully shy, looked upon their
outgoing anomaly just as Native Americans regard an albino buffalo—he
was a miracle. Forty years after completing kindergarten, my brother is still
consulted before all decisions big or small. Farshid has steered endless
numbers of cousins and second cousins through decisions ranging from
which type of car to buy to which courses to take in college to which nasal
decongestant works best. Nobody is more devoted to Farshid’s decision-
making prowess than my parents, and Farshid, like James Bond, has never
turned down an assignment.



When I was eleven years old, I told my parents I wanted to go to camp.
The year was 1976, and I had lived in America for a total of two years.
Except for some sleepovers back in second grade, I had never spent the
night away from my parents. I cannot remember what possessed me to want
to try summer camp. I’m not sure I even knew what one did at camp. But
for whatever reason, I made the announcement, and my parents
immediately assigned Farshid, who was then eighteen, the task of finding
the right camp for me.

After much research, Farshid found the “perfect” camp: Pine Lodge
Mountain Summer Camp, located in the Mammoth Mountains, a mere
eight-hour drive from my house. My father, whose cultlike devotion to
Farshid rules out the possibility of questioning any of Farshid’s decisions,
was very impressed that the camp cost $500 for two weeks. Anything that
expensive has to be good, he repeatedly said. The Pine Lodge brochure also
came with a stamp of approval from a camp organization that none of us
had ever heard of, but which further impressed my father. My mother, as
usual, had no comment, although twenty years later, she did say, “I didn’t
think you should’ve gone.”

After signing up for Pine Lodge Mountain Summer Camp, I received a
list of supplies I would need, none of which we owned. The following
Saturday, my father and I set out for Montgomery Ward. My father, whose
aversion to shopping is well known, believes anything that costs more than
it did back in Ahwaz in 1946 is overpriced. Fortunately, he is always
willing to pay for classes and experiences that promote growth of some sort.
But everything else is too expensive. His inability to pay full price for
anything explains why he owns what is, as far as we know, the only
maroon-and-pink suede pair of Nikes in existence. The items he has picked
up on clearance tables range from merely useless, like his portable siren, to
truly atrocious, like birds made of felt. And even he has admitted that
people do stare at his maroon Nikes in a way that suggests something other
than envy. But the magnetic pull of a bargain is simply too strong.

List in hand, my father and I headed straight for the clearance section in
the camping department. The first item on our list was a sleeping bag.
Unfortunately for me, there happened to be one on sale. Although I knew



nothing about sleeping bags, I did notice that this one was considerably
larger and bulkier than the ones not on sale. While the others rolled up and
fit neatly into small drawstring bags, this one was the size of our kitchen
table, which my father had bought at an auction of seized goods. I did point
out to my father that this particular sleeping bag did not come with a
drawstring bag. My father assured me that he would find some kind of bag
at home. After all, you’d have to be stupid to pass up a sleeping bag that
cost only $8.99!

We continued down the list and purchased the cheapest version of
everything, skipping the “optional” items entirely. Those, my father
explained, were for people who just liked to buy stuff. Inflatable mattress,
wide-brimmed hat, insect repellent—who needed all that extra baggage?

We brought home our purchases and proceeded to examine each object as
if it were a meteor that had landed in our living room. A mesh bag for
laundry! Stackable tin plates that converted to frying pans! An aluminum
canteen with a built-in cup! These purchases, coupled with the picture of
the smiling girl riding a horse on the camp brochure, left little doubt in my
mind that Pine Lodge Mountain Summer Camp meant nonstop fun and
adventure.

The only doubt lingering in my mind concerned the sleeping bag. Despite
my father’s reassurance, there existed no bag in our house big enough to
hold this monstrosity. No matter how much my brother, father, and I sat on
the sleeping bag, we could not make it any less bulky. It defied flattening.
The synthetic material used to stuff my sleeping bag would have been much
better utilized in some other place, like freeway dividers, but for now I was
stuck with the King Kong of all sleeping bags and nothing to put it in.
Finally, my father, with his “mind of an engineer,” came up with a brilliant
solution: a Hefty trash bag.

A few months later, my father and I drove to the bus stop together. Like
any other child going to overnight camp for the first time, I immediately
regretted my decision. My father did his best to calm me by telling me
stories of his first year in America as a Fulbright scholar at Texas A&M. He
spoke fondly of his Pakistani roommate, who made delicious curry, but



whose name he no longer remembered. My father’s stories made one fact
abundantly clear: I did not want to go to camp.

We arrived at the bus stop only to discover that all the other kids had
signed up with at least one friend. My family had just moved from Whittier
to Newport Beach, so I didn’t have a friend anywhere, especially at this bus
stop. To make matters worse, everyone was staring at my Hefty trash bag.

We finally boarded the bus. I sat by myself and secretly wished that some
kind person would sit next to me and be my friend. No one sat next to me.
As the bus ride began, I was acutely aware of how much fun all the kids
around me seemed to be having. Giggles and laughter filled the bus. After a
few hours on the road, the boy behind me tapped me on the shoulder.

“Hey, can I ask you a question?” he said.
“Sure!” I answered.

“Well,” he said, “do you look down a lot?”
“No, why?” I asked.

“Well, your nose points downward so I figured that’s because you’re
always looking at the ground or something.”

Upon hearing this, all the kids around me burst out laughing.

Hours later, we arrived at camp. Pine Lodge was a converted two-story
house. All the boys stayed downstairs and all the girls stayed on the second
floor. In the girls’ room stood rows of bunk beds. There was one bathroom
on the floor for all the girls to share. Oddly, the door to the bathroom had
been removed, so any girl who needed to use the toilet or the sink could
walk in on someone taking a shower. Coming from a modest culture and an
even more modest family, I had never seen another person naked, not even
my mother, so the idea that someone could walk into the bathroom while I
was naked in the shower seemed unbelievable. I decided then and there not
to bathe.



Out of the eleven other girls in my room, ten appeared to be mean. Mary,
who slept on the top of my bunk, was the only girl who would speak to me,
or rather cry to me. I liked her right away, not as a friend, but as someone
who made me look good. Mary and her younger brother, Willy, were both
campers, and they spent all day trying to be on the same team for all
activities and all night crying at the idea of being separated. I had never
known a brother and sister who actually enjoyed each other’s company so
much. I soon discovered it wasn’t that they enjoyed each other’s company
so much as they were simply afraid of everybody else. The two of them
managed to be the butt of every joke. Mary felt responsible for Willy,
whose Coke-bottle glasses and tendency to tremble made him an easy target
for all the boys. Mary, herself, was not much more resilient. All someone
had to do to reduce her to tears was to call her a name, any name. Mary and
Willy were a huge source of comfort to me, not only because they hated
Pine Lodge Mountain Summer Camp as much as I did but because they
were the ones whom everyone picked on. I knew that in the pecking order
of favorite targets for mean kids, I followed Mary and her brother. But those
two, between their crying, their trembling, and their throwing up when
nervous, proved far more satisfying targets than I could ever have hoped to
be. In fact, not only did I not get picked on, but I was completely ignored by
everyone, including the counselors. Had it not been for Mary’s sobbing to
me every night, I could have sworn I was at a Zen retreat.

Since I wasn’t going to bathe, I decided to minimize getting dirty by
participating only in arts and crafts. I skipped the horseback riding, the
overnight campout, the archery lessons, the hikes to the Indian grounds, and
basically every activity outlined in the camp brochure. Every morning I
showed up at the macramé station ready to make another key chain.

At the end of the first week, the counselors announced that the camp
would be putting on a play called Fiddler on the Roof and everyone would
have to participate. Each camper was assigned a role. I was to play the
ghost of the grandmother. Even though I had only one line, the role required
that I be covered head to toe with talcum powder. I now suspect that this
was a ploy to encourage me to bathe.



The night of the play, one of the counselors started to apply the talcum
powder but soon ran into a problem. A week’s worth of oil had accumulated
on my hair and body, and the talcum powder clumped the instant it touched
me. Rather than look like a ghost, I resembled someone who’d been dunked
in a vat of bread dough.

After the play, I really wanted to bathe, but I simply could not. The idea
of any of the mean girls walking in on me as I took a shower was just too
much. Plus, I had achieved such a near-invisible status, I didn’t think
anyone would notice how dirty I was. Nobody, except for the macramé
teacher, Pat, ever talked to me, so I had no motivation to risk humiliation in
exchange for hygiene.

Finally, the last day of camp arrived. I put on the one clean T-shirt I had
saved for this day, packed my twelve key chains, rolled the sleeping bag
into its trash bag, and waited for the bus. I didn’t have to worry about any
emotional good-byes since this was, by far, my happiest day at camp. I
exchanged addresses only with Pat. I didn’t have much to say to Mary, since
our relationship was based entirely on her sobbing and my listening. I
wondered whether her father would be angry if he’d learned he had spent
$1,000 on camp for his kids and they had done nothing but cry. I, at least,
had my key chains, and by the second week, even Pat had remarked on the
quality of my knots.

I arrived at the bus station to find my father and oldest brother, Farid,
waiting for me. Upon seeing me, Farid screamed, “You stink! Didn’t you
bathe at all?” All of a sudden, I realized the gravity of the situation. I had
not washed my body in two weeks. Having lost my near-invisible camp
status, I was overcome with embarrassment and shame. “Of course I
bathed!” I replied.

During the car ride back, my father asked me if I had enjoyed camp. “It
was great!” I said. I knew he had sent me to camp expecting $500 worth of
fun, and I didn’t have the heart to tell him the truth. So instead of weaving
key chains, I spent the next few weeks weaving stories of all my great
adventures. I don’t know whether my father believed me, but at least I
earned a reputation as the best key-chain maker in the family.
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You Can Call Me Al

My father’s favorite spot on Planet Earth is Las Vegas. As a child, I had to
endure endless “vacations” to that den o’ sin in the desert. Whenever a
three- or four-day weekend rolled around, my father would happily
announce, “We’re going to Las Vegas!” I hated it, but Las Vegas was cheap
and so was my father, so off we went.

Las Vegas was a four-hour drive from our house. The highway leading to
this Promised Land cut through the desert, which meant that watching the
scenery from the backseat of our Chevrolet rivaled the thrill of watching a
fishing show. My brothers, both of them in college, were spared these trips.
I en-vied them.

The ritual was always the same. We would have to wake up by 5:00 A.M.
so we could be on the road by 5:15. The day before our trip, the gas tank
was filled, the engine checked, the suitcases packed, and the windshield
cleaned, all courtesy of my father. The most important part of our ritual
involved my mother’s holding the Koran at the top of the doorframe while
we each walked under it. For my parents, this ensured a safe journey— they
hoped one without speeding tickets. I always found it unsettling to invoke
religion in anything having to do with Las Vegas, a place that I’'m quite sure
the Prophet Muhammad would not have approved of.

We always drove for one hour before stopping for breakfast at Denny’s.
My father’s devotion to Denny’s restaurants approached religious fervor. To
him, Denny’s was a clean oasis where the waitresses were always friendly.
We didn’t really like the food, but that seemed a small price to pay for a
clean bathroom in the middle of the desert. After breakfast, we’d get back
in the car, turn on the air conditioner, and keep driving. We didn’t stop until



the next Denny’s, where we’d have a snack and my father would say how
amazing it was that all Denny’s could be so clean, no matter where they
were. “America is a great country,” he’d always add.

Once we reached Las Vegas, we always went to the Stardust. There, my
father would go to the front desk and ask for his special friend, a man who
had asked to be called Al. Despite the “No Vacancy” sign, the mighty Al
would get us a room. This clandestine operation, however, required a
handshake with a five-dollar bill enclosed. My father loved his Frank
Sinatra moment and always told stories about the exchanges between him
and Al, stretching a five-minute encounter into a two-hour story. I hated Al
and always hoped he’d end up in jail, but he, like the decks of cards
adorned with pictures of naked women, was a fixture at the Stardust. Years
later, I asked my father why he never made room reservations in advance.
“That would have been too boring,” he said.

Once we settled into our room, my father headed straight for the
blackjack tables. Everyone except gamblers knows that gambling never
pays. My father always believed that he was this close to the big one, but
because of some unforeseen event, like someone else winning, he’d lost.
Losing, like winning, only increased his determination to play. At the
blackjack table, my father became strangely superstitious, blaming his
losses on seemingly unrelated events. He never sat at a table where anyone
wore a hat, since that was bad luck. Redheads were good luck, but only if
they were women. Redheaded men were bad luck. People who talked too
much were bad luck, as were people who were strangely silent. My favorite
of his wacky beliefs was that non-Americans at the table were bad luck. I
couldn’t resist suggesting that maybe he should stay home since, as a
foreigner, he was his own biggest source of bad luck. My father never
appreciated that observation.

A few hours after our arrival, my mother would declare that it was time
to go find my father. Minors were not allowed in the gambling area, so like
moons orbiting the earth, we circled the perimeter of the casino, looking for
my father’s signature receding hairline. During our many revolutions, we
noticed a correlation between receding hairlines and blackjack, as well as a
relationship between outdated bouffant hairdos and slot machines.



Once we’d spotted him, I’d wait near the main entrance while my mother
went to fetch him. My father considered the sight of my mother
approaching him to be a certain sign of bad luck.

It was then time for the $3.99 all-you-can-eat buffet, during which we
unfortunately had to listen to my father’s gambling stories. These didn’t
change much from trip to trip and involved a lot of “almosts.” I hated these
stories as much as I hated Al, because I had figured out that nobody leaves
Las Vegas a winner.

The all-you-can-eat buffet, that American phenomenon, represented the
only endurance exercise at which my family excelled. Even when my father
had just lost hundreds of dollars at the blackjack table, we felt that we were
beating the system by filling ourselves with more food than we were
actually paying for. “These shrimp alone are worth at least five dollars!” my
father would declare. “Look at those desserts! They’re worth the price of
the buffet by themselves!” my mom and I would chime in. By stuffing
ourselves until we ached, we felt we had outsmarted Las Vegas. And all for
only $3.99!

What made Las Vegas even more awful were my memories of real
vacations we had taken in the past. In Iran, “vacation” meant going to the
Caspian Sea. Every summer, my father’s employer, the National Iranian Oil
Company, allowed its employees the use of its villas in Mahmood Abad for
one week. Mahmood Abad, a town on the Caspian shore, was a two-day
drive from Abadan. Every summer, the five of us would pile into our
Chevrolet, my mom making sure to bring enough sandwiches, cucumbers,
fruit, and Coca-Cola for the long drive. We were always glad to leave
Abadan in the summer, since its desert climate was unbearable. As we
headed north, toward Tehran, the weather cooled off slowly, proof that we
were indeed farther and farther from our home. We always reached Tehran
in the evening and spent the night at relatives’ houses. The next morning,
we set off again, complete with fresh sandwiches and fruit courtesy of my
relatives.

The drive between Tehran and the Caspian Sea is one of the most
beautiful stretches of land I have ever seen. The lush scenery offered more
shades of green than I saw anywhere else. We passed by endless fields of



purple wildflowers. The most exciting part of the trip was the many tunnels,
which enabled us to pass through the Elburz Mountains to reach the
Caspian. We knew we were almost there by the change in the climate: the
closer we came, the fresher and crisper the air. The sight of villagers
hawking cheap plastic pails, beach balls, and shell necklaces along the road
meant one thing: we were almost at the sea. We could no longer contain our
excitement.

The “villas” we stayed in were modest cabins lined up along the beach
like dominoes. Days were spent at the beach, where we built sand castles,
looked for seashells, and played in the waves. Knowing the children were
safely occupied, my parents relaxed and mingled with friends. Meals were
eaten in the mess hall, cafeteria style. At night, everyone returned to the
cafeteria for the nightly movie. In retrospect, our vacation was like a family
camp and everyone was sad to leave. “How can a week go by so quickly?”
we’d always ask.

In America, we lived on the California coast but rarely went to the beach.
The water was too cold and the waves too big. Longing for warm water one
year, we decided to vacation in Hawaii. My father booked a one-week stay
in Waikiki. “We’re staying right on the beach!” he announced. Having
never been to Hawaii, I expected a relaxing tropical paradise, somewhere
like Gilligan’s Island.

We arrived in Waikiki to discover that an “ocean view” room meant we
had to stand on our balcony and crane our necks to catch a speck of blue in
the far corner. In between the high-rises sat shops declaring “I Got Lei-d in
Hawaii!” on T-shirts, mugs, and towels. Everywhere I went, I saw the same
carved coconuts, the same seashell frames, and the same hats, all made in
the Philippines. I tried to hang loose, but Waikiki felt more like 7-Eleven-
by-the-Sea.

The following year, we decided to vacation on Kauai, an island in Hawaii
that the travel agent described as a true tropical paradise. The description
was accurate. Our one-story hotel sat in the middle of a lush forest. On our
first day, we experienced quick tropical rains followed by spectacular
rainbows. Vibrant flowers, so big and rich in color that they almost looked
fake, dotted the plants around our hotel. We had found God’s hideaway.



On our second day, my parents announced that Kauai was boring.
“There’s nothing to look at, just plants and rainbows,” my father declared.
“There are no stores,” added my mother. Instead of staying for another
week, we left the next day.

The following year, my father decided to take us to Yosemite National
Park for a week. Uncle Nematollah was staying with us then. My father
booked two cabins and off we went for another taste of paradise. Eight
hours later, we arrived in the beautiful Yosemite Valley. We oohed and
aahed at the spectacular scenery. The first day, we explored the surrounding
area, wading in a nearby stream. All was perfect until my uncle, who didn’t
speak English but who could nonetheless identify a picture of a bear’s head
with a line through it, asked my father to translate the signs posted near our
cabin. My father explained that the signs warned campers of bears that
often came looking for food. Upon hearing this, my mother and uncle
decided we had to leave Yosemite right away. My mother was convinced
that the bears were lined up in the nearby bushes waiting for their chance at
the all-you-can-eat Persian buffet. “We can’t leave!” I protested. “We just
got here!” My mother was already packing the suitcases. I tried my best to
reason with her. “The signs say that the bears are attracted by the smell of
food, not people.”

An hour later, we were in the car, headed for the bear-free suburbs.

After that trip, my father declared that, with the sole exception of Las
Vegas, his favorite vacation spot was “right here on the sofa in front of the
television set.” My mother declared that my father was a bore. And I
decided that as soon as I was grown up, I would travel the world looking for
rainbows and bears. But before that, I’d have to see Al one more time so I
could suggest a great vacation spot for him. “Just keep plenty of food on
you at all times,” I’d tell him, “especially when you sleep!”
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Of Mosquitoes and Men

My husband, Francois, loves to travel. When I first met him, he regaled me
with stories of exotic places he had visited: the Maldive Islands, West
Africa, Bali, Sri Lanka. He told me stories about his Greek grandfather,
Savas, who traveled to Baghdad to set up the city’s first leavened-bread
factory. A few months after his arrival, he suffered a minor cut during his
daily shave. The seemingly innocuous cut became infected. Penicillin had
not yet reached Baghdad, and Savas died a few days later, leaving behind a
wife and two young daughters. In keeping with local tradition, Savas was
buried in a Muslim ceremony. A few nights later, Francois’s Belgian
grandmother, Octavie, went to the gravesite at midnight with two young
men, a Roman Catholic priest, and a shovel. She had her husband dug up,
then reburied in a Catholic ceremony.

Before Baghdad, Savas and Octavie had lived in the Congo, where
Octavie had a beloved baby buffalo. This gentle creature hung around their
home like a family pet. But, like all buffalo, he eventually grew big and
turned into the proverbial bull in the china shop. Having been domesticated,
he could no longer be returned to the wild, so Octavie decided to send him
to the zoo in Antwerp. After a teary good-bye, she placed the buffalo on a
steamship bound for Belgium. But, alas, the zoo never received its newest
addition. Somewhere between the Congo and Belgium, the cook had
developed a hankering for buffalo stew.

Francois also told me that when he first attended kindergarten in Paris,
his teacher called his parents after a week to inform them that their son was
exhibiting inappropriate behavior and needed to see a psychologist
immediately. Apparently, Frangois was unable to keep his clothes on at
school. His mother had to explain that, having spent his formative years in



Africa, he wasn’t used to wearing clothes. Given time, she said, he would
surely adjust.

I loved all of Francois’s stories and never had to impress him with any
exotic tales, since as far as he was concerned, being Iranian and having a
name like Firoozeh far outweighed any of his adventures. I didn’t quite
agree with him, but who was I to burst the bubble of a man whom I had
somehow managed to effortlessly impress, a man who was captivated by
the mere details of my life? Every so often, I would toss out some piddly
story about the caviar vendors beside the Caspian Sea or the smell of
nasturtiums in my aunt Sedigeh’s garden, and the Frenchman went gaga. By
the time I told him about the frog infestation in Ahwaz, he wanted to marry
me.

All was well until we started to plan our honeymoon. Frangois had told
me that he wanted to take me to “the most romantic place on earth.” That
sounded good. “We’re going to go to a former palace,” he had continued.
Was this really my life, or had I, through some wrinkle in time, stepped into
somebody else’s universe, like maybe Grace Kelly’s? But like every good
fantasy, this one lasted about thirty seconds. That’s when Francois told me
that this romantic getaway was in India. I tried to conceal my shock, but for
me, “India” and “honeymoon” just didn’t belong in the same sentence. As
much as I love Indian music, literature, and food, I had never felt the need
to go there on my honeymoon. I feel about India the way I feel while
watching those Jacques Cousteau adventures where the divers explore
undersea caves, flashing their lights in the pitch-black crevices only to
discover that the cave is teeming with sharks and giant squid. Yes, it’s
breathtaking, but from my sofa. Do I want to don a wet suit and join
Jacques in those frigid waters? Non, merci.

Francois was very disappointed that several weeks of planning had been
met with “Are you kidding?” I tried to explain to him that for me, a
vacation does not involve certain hardships including, but not limited to,
mosquitoes, vaccinations, poor plumbing, or stomach ailments. Having
grown up in southern Iran, I experienced enough physical discomforts to
make me truly appreciate a nice resort. Francois’s life of affluence in the
Parisian suburbs, on the other hand, had left him itching for adventure. The



only itching I felt was caused by the constant mosquito bites I got in
Abadan. To Frangois’s family, a vacation meant going to their secluded
seaside villa in Greece, where they brushed up on their tanning and
windsurfing skills. These activities were interspersed with fishing or
looking for ancient relics that washed up on the beach. To my family, a
vacation usually meant going to a relative’s house and sleeping on the floor,
squeezed between several cousins. Francois enjoyed traveling throughout
Greece on rickety buses—such a refreshing contrast to the orderly and
predictable Parisian Métro. I had to ride a similar bus to school in fourth
grade, and I found it neither quaint nor charming. Ignoring any notions of
safety, the bus driver packed in twice as many kids as seats. Since I was one
of the last to be picked up, I had to stand in the aisle, squeezed between the
other kids like an egg in a tightly packed tin of beluga caviar. One day, the
girl behind me threw up all over me on the way to school. The driver kept
driving. By the time I reached school, I was in tears, but the teacher would
not let me go home. I had to spend the entire day with dried vomit all over
my uniform while all the kids around me held their noses.

During other vacations, Francois saw the sights in Thailand and Bali. The
only sights we ever chose to see were the faces of family members who
lived in other towns. Francois’s family thought large bugs and humidity
were exotic; we worshiped the guys who invented climate control and bug
spray. We never sought exotic forms of discomfort; they were part of a
package deal that came with our homeland.

I remember being five years old and going to the bazaar in Abadan with
my mother and needing desperately to go to the bathroom. The only
bathrooms available were “Turkish” ones, which consist of a hole in the
ground. If odor could be measured in decibels, these toilets were the
equivalent of front-row seats at a heavy metal concert. Needless to say, I
just couldn’t get myself to use any of them. Besides setting a bladder
endurance record, I learned never to drink anything on the morning of
bazaar day.

As much as I loved living in Abadan, I hated the heat and the mosquitoes.
If everyone has a lifetime quota of bug bites, I reached mine by age six. My
father used to tell me that I must be the sweetest person because the



mosquitoes bit me more than anyone else. The constant itching combined
with the oppressive heat made me truly appreciate modern touches like
powerful air conditioners and screen doors. When we came to California,
one of the first things I noticed was the pleasant absence of mosquitoes.

After almost two delightful mosquito-free years in Whittier, we returned
to Iran. My mother and I went to live in Ahwaz with my aunt Fatimeh,
while my father worked in Tehran. Ahwaz, in southern Iran, is a town
generously endowed with dirt and dust. Everything that moved on the
unpaved streets, whether people, donkeys, or cars, only served to relocate
the dirt from the ground to the face of anyone who happened to be walking
down the same path. It rarely rained, but when it did, the dirt became mud,
and mud on the face is far more annoying than dirt.

I was slow to adjust to my new, more physically challenging
surroundings. Just when I was getting used to the taste of dust in my mouth,
along came a frog infestation of biblical proporti