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Editor’s Note:

I believe that life is a series of stories. Some sad, some joyful, some interesting, and some painful. What makes us
want to continue creating these stories is the love we have for experiencing them. The love that fills and fuels our
core. It is the way we choose to react to these stories that matters. Do we choose to react with the love that is our true
nature or the fear that we have learned since we were born?

Some years ago, as I was going through yet another traumatizing life experience, a friend at a big gathering, (where

oddly enough, many deep conversations can take place if you let it!) told me that her therapist kept telling her that if
she wanted to be happy in life she must change her story. The idea was interesting and certainly welcomed. I asked

her how one does that. She said she didn’t know, and her therapist’s explanation didn’t make sense to her. This idea

stayed with me as a riddle that I needed to solve, and the quest for answers had started many years before.

As years have passed, I believe I have finally discovered what it means for us to change our story, and because this is
a book of life stories, I hope my explanation will make sense to those who are seekers like me. If we step away from
the fear that society has taught us is necessary in order to survive life, we will notice that all stories or events have a
purpose in our life: the good, the bad and the ugly. What is important is our reaction to the story that has just unfolded
in our life. Are we going to allow the usual patterns of fear, anger, sadness, and feeling of helplessness to dictate how
we react to what is happening to us? Or are we going to choose to change everything on the spot by making different
decisions than before? In other words, am I going to be the princess who is again stuck with a frog and becomes sad
and disgusted, cursing her fate and luck? Or am I going to kiss the frog and turn it into my very own prince charming?
The choice is mine and oddly enough it has always been mine, but I was too unaware to see it.

Therapists, mentors, spiritual leaders, and teachers always ask us to write a journal, and write down what we feel
often, if not daily. All great people in history—religious, political, spiritual leaders, great scientists, and artists write
down their feelings and their stories often. This is how we have so many wonderful quotes and anecdotes from them
that we revisit to feel better and learn. The question is, did they write because they were different? Or did they become
different because they wrote, and within that writing found awareness of who they are and what they are capable of?
Many who wrote and gained fame were disillusioned by life. They saw things as if they didn’t fully belong here and
had a hard time coping with our daily reality, and yet they created and they wrote in order to help themselves cope
and help others understand. People of the future may not read or quote every individual’s writing or be in awe of what
they have created, but every individual who chooses to create and write down her or his story is bringing self-
awareness and knowledge into their own lives while welcoming love back in, and eventually experiencing a more joyful
existence.

I am grateful that the universe, through the creativity of my sister Mastaneh, gave me an opportunity to become the
collector of so many important stories within the lives of so many wonderful people. The story of immigration is
perhaps one of the most fascinating and difficult stories to live through and recall, but those who chose to visit it
through the insistence of this project (and for some, because I wouldn’t take no for an answer!) have already felt the

tremendous positive effect of writing down their story. There is no doubt in my mind that they will feel it even more

as they read their own words on these pages, alongside other’s stories, and will notice the gradual shift that it brings.
I am in awe of each writer’s courage in sharing one of their most vulnerable life experiences as well as the variety,
beauty, and depth of each style of writing. And the way each writer reached a conclusion about the here and now of
their life’s story and coming to terms with their experiences. Only through awareness of our old stories and deciding
what effect they have in our present are we able to write better and happier stories for the future.

Once a student asked a guru, “You keep telling us about free will and how we have a choice in what happens to us,
and yet you tell us that we must surrender to fate and what the universe has put in our path. So, my question is which
one of the things that happens to me daily is fate and which is free will?” The guru smiled and replied, “That is easy.
All that has happened to you in the past was fate and everything that happens to you from now on is your free will.
Choose wisely so that you will always like your past and your fate!”

Mojgan Moghadam Rahbar
Editor and Coordinator
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The Healing Power of Stories and Story Telling

Cross Cultural Expressions has once again had the privilege of partnering with the Los Angeles County Department
of Mental Health to help decrease stigma related to mental health issues and the receiving of mental health services
for the Eastern European and Middle Eastern immigrant communities of Los Angeles County. And once again, we
have worked together to serve these communities through a meaningful and creative project that allows opportunities
for mental and emotional awareness, growth and healing.

As the co-founder and executive director of Cross Cultural Expressions, it has always been my passion to create an
organization dedicated to celebrating cultural diversity while recognizing the universal themes that all cultures share,
as a means to bridging cultural disparities and creating a more unified world. Through therapy, education and the
arts we aim to help individuals express, expand, enliven and enjoy their achievements, thus evolving into people who
live a more uplifted and meaningful life for themselves and their families.

So why is a mental health organization interested in stories and storytelling?

As a psychotherapist, I can tell you that the first thing I do when a client walks into my office, is ask them to tell me
their story. I ask this, because I know that it isn’t the event, experience, or relationship that has caused them to seek
therapy, but rather the story that they have told themselves about those things that has brought them to this point.
It is the story that is guiding their feelings, emotions, actions and reactions. The truth is, our lives are made up of
stories. Our own stories and other peoples’ stories. These narratives are the foundation of what shapes us. These are
the bases of our beliefs, values, traumas, hopes, dreams and nightmares.

Storytelling is a powerful tool and when we relinquish our story to another person to write, or to an entire culture or
community to dictate, that’s when we often feel lost, powerless and confused. But in that moment, when an individual
comes back to themselves and remembers that they are the author of their own story and that they hold the pen and
can write the tale as they see fit. That moment, where they reclaim their power and expand the storyline, that’s where
I witness healing and transformation. Regaining ownership of our narrative, that’s where true freedom lies.

In the tapestry of humanity, immigrant stories weave a rich and vibrant thread, reflecting journeys of resilience, hope,
and adaptation. Our immigrant stories go beyond the retelling of the challenges of being physically displaced, holding
within them the profound psychological effects of migration that often include struggles with identity, belonging, and
cultural assimilation that all immigrants face. As we delve into the significance of telling and sharing immigrant
experiences, we uncover an avenue for nurturing mental and emotional well-being, both for the storyteller and the
audience.

Every person, every family, has a different story to tell about the reasons for, and the circumstances, surrounding
their departure from their native country and how they lost and reclaimed themselves amidst the unfamiliar
landscapes of their new home.

The process of articulating one's immigrant journey can be inherently cathartic, offering a therapeutic release from
the burdens of unspoken emotions. Sharing tales of triumphs and tribulations provides a safe space for emotional
expression, allowing individuals to confront unresolved trauma or grief associated with migration. By vocalizing their
experiences, immigrants confront feelings of isolation and disconnection, forging empathic connections with others
who resonate with their narrative. In this shared vulnerability, healing occurs, fostering a profound sense of solidarity
and mutual support. Through these written accounts, these narratives transmit intergenerational wisdom, imparting
a sense of continuity and belonging to future generations.

Through the act of telling and sharing our stories, individuals embark on a transformative journey of healing,
empowerment, and connection. Immigrant stories not only nurture the mental and emotional well-being of the
storyteller but also cultivate empathy, understanding, and social change within the broader community. As we
embrace the power of storytelling, let us celebrate the richness of immigrant experiences, forging pathways toward a
more compassionate and inclusive world.



As you can see, the relationship between psychology and story telling has been a well documented and important one.
This is why we at Cross Cultural Expressions, in partnership with the Los Angeles County Department of Mental
Health, have invested our resources in creating programing that follows this path. This is evident in the two mental
health films we have created: the movie, “Wake up Sleeping Beauty” and the movie, “The Djinn in the Pen,” (both of
which can be watched on our YouTube channel, CCE Productions).

And now, we are excited to share the book, “Our Immigrant Stories” with you. In the following pages you will read
some amazing stories shared with us by contributors who with courage and vulnerability accepted our invitation to
write their narratives and alongside them create original art work that further challenged them to dig deep into their
psyches and bring into light emotions and experiences that perhaps had been suppressed or forgotten about. These
individuals are not necessarily professional writers or artists, but immigrants who were willing to engage in these
creative modalities in order to foster healing within themselves while also helping their communities do the same.
Interwoven between these fascinating stories and works of art, we have included information about mental health
issues immigrants commonly suffer from, along with information about healing practices and mental health services
that can be accessed in our journey towards well being. We thank all of you for your interest in this project and we
hope that the following will be beneficial as well as entertaining.

Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW
Executive Director,
Cross Cultural Expressions
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Our Immigrant Stories

A Haunting in Woodland Hills
By Maryam Sayyad*

It wasn’t supposed to be like this, the family spread across the globe connected by nothing more than a thin telephone
wire and an ache in the heart. Someone was always missing, their “place was empty” as Iranians like to say when
acknowledging absence. First my grandparents were absent and my aunt Farah. Then my mother was absent, and all
the people present were strange and new. Afterwards, my mother was present again and so were my grandparents
and aunt Farah, but now my father was absent and remained that way for a long time. A month turned into a year; a
year turned into two.

As if we weren’t far enough apart, I had to deny we had ever been close: "Don’t tell anyone who your father is. If
someone asks why we have the same last name as Parviz Sayyad, say he’s a cousin of a cousin...of a distant, faraway,
absent cousin.” Distances and separations, landmasses pulling apart while you’re watching each other drift away like
polar bears on breakaway icebergs. My father floated around disconnected and alone in my inner Arctic Sea. I wasn’t
alone. He was. So, I worried that he was lonely, worried that he was unhappy, worried that he was worried. His
absence was a constant worrisome presence.

For two and a half years we lived apart until my mother was finally able to obtain visas, and off we went to meet up
with my father. It took a month of traveling from one European embassy to another before we reunited in New York
City. Wholeness was restored and the first two months in the City were blissful. I remember this bliss well on the
night we saw £7in a movie theater, all of us together— a memory that remains a highlight of my childhood. It’s
strange but £7 made me aware that I was a child, and that being a child was special and wonderful. No one had
spoken the language of childhood to me as intimately as Steven Spielberg had. Because he was familiar with me, I
became familiar with myself. I was moved, I was seen, I was aware of how hurtful the separation had been, and how
healing the reunion was. Above all, I was home even though I was in New York and not in Tehran. At least, no one
was absent, and everyone was safe.

It took a couple of months of gallivanting around Manhattan with my sister, taking in American junk food, and Top
40 songs before the new series of absences made themselves known. By the time we landed in Woodland Hills,
California the empty places were vivid and more numerous than ever. Everyone and everything outside of my family
of four was now gone: grandparents, Farah, Shirin, my uncles, the cousins, all the extended family, all my friends, my
teachers, my school, my belongings, my home, my Iran. And, on top of that, everyone and everything was in danger.

The year was 1983 and the language the adults used made it seem like the Dark Lord himself had taken Iran captive.
The Iran-Iraq war was in full swing, and we had managed to leave just before Iraqi bombs entered the skies over
Tehran. But my little grandmother was still there with her big laugh, and my grandfather with his sweet Kermani
accent and the sweet tea he left by my bed during afternoon naps. They were the sunshine of my life and I had left
them behind—under the bombs.

This fear and guilt were not feelings I could, or would, communicate. I was as confused as could be but had to figure
things out for myself. No matter how relieved I was to have my nuclear family back together, I still had to spend most
of my days contending with a world that they knew nothing about.

The “Pledge of Allegiance” perked up my ears. It was utterly new to me and yet familiar in principle. Back in Iran,
my classmates and I pledged a portion of our lifespan to Imam Khomeini every morning before class: he was old and
running out of the years he needed to establish his Shiite empire and we kids had years to spare. We shouted political
slogans for thirty minutes. It was important for ten-year-olds to actively wish death upon various and sundry countries
even though our fathers might be living in them. Naturally “Death to America” came first, followed by death to the
Soviet Union, Israel, and by the time I left Iran in the fifth grade, Saudi Arabia. Here I was now in an American public
school pledging allegiance to the American flag, and “to the republic for which it stands one nation under God.” This
God was clearly not the same one who transferred my years to Khomeini!

Being a loner in those early days had its perks. It allowed me to take my time and take in the new culture and

environment. What was going on with these kids? Which of them had trouble at home? Who was neglected? Who was

abused? Who was smart, talented, funny, ambitious? What did these qualities look like in America? Most importantly

for my own peace of mind: who was not to be crossed? Who watched the evening news and resented me for taking

Americans hostage a few years back? Determined to play with as many of these people as possible, I figured out the
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laws of the land soon enough and relaxed into the interesting activities afforded me by living in Woodland Hills. I had
never square-danced before, played softball, or jumped Double Dutch.

During the day my disposition was sunny, and for all intents and purposes, I was normal. At night, I became strange.
Night came on like an unstoppable freight train from 7he Twilight Zone, like the Jungian shadow an unseen reminder
that all is not as it appears. One night my closet started to breathe, and from then on, the house whispered its
senescence into my ear nightly. It became animated with a personality I couldn’t identify as altogether benevolent or
malevolent. The house and the rest of the inanimate world was alive and telepathically communicating instructions
to me. As my big sister slept in a bed 5 feet to my right, and my parents in the bedroom next to ours, the darkened
living room beckoned me downstairs. It always waited until everyone was asleep, ensuring that I'd be chilled to the
bone with untold terror while descending the carpeted steps in the dark. No matter how scared I was, I obeyed night
after night because it was my job to search the house strategically and surgically while everyone slept.

The search would begin rationally. I looked in closets and behind drapery where a murderer could conceivably hide.
Soon, however, it would move into the supernatural domain. What real person could possibly hide in a drawer or
behind a washing machine? Once the searching turned irrational, it stopped being about what I was looking for and

the ritual of the search took center stage. The rules of the ritual were so subtle that I didn’t even know what they were
until I had broken one and was forced to start over. It could take me hours to get it right, hours of failed attempts,
frustration, and tears. The dark fantasy in my mind told me that if I didn’t do my part right, the terrible thing would
be released into the world. I had to prevent this catastrophe and protect my family. If I completed the search correctly,
they would sleep safely in their beds for one more night.

My memory is foggy. I can’t recall how long this went on and when the nightly orders ceased. I do, however, recall
confessing to my parents one afternoon. Although I felt terribly ashamed about my weirdness, I got up the courage to
ask them for help. I asked to see a psychologist...or a priest. I knew I had a psycho-spiritual affliction. But my parents
didn’t take me to a psychologist, or to a priest. Instead, they stayed up with me until I fell asleep. They stayed up with
me knowing that my fears would eventually slip underground of their own accord and that, like them, I would have
to live with the knowledge that a terrible darkness was growing on the other side of the world.

For the next forty years, some cried out unceasingly against that darkness, while most of us felt its presence in our
closets and behind our washing machines, but sat helplessly by while precious life transferred from us and our loved

ones to the Imam.

*Dr. Maryam Sayyad, holds a PhD in Mythology and Depth Psychology. Maryam can be found at the intersection of myth, meaning,
and creativity.
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Remembering Why I Came, Wondering If I Can Stay
By Daliah Setareh*

Every morning, Monday to Saturday, my step-grandmother, Esther Khanoom, walked me to school in our middle-
class neighborhood in Tehran, Iran, never letting go of my hand. She always wore a dark-colored chiffon roossaree
(headscarf) that framed her sweet unadorned face, covering her hair, allowing only a few black and white strands to

protrude on her forehead. What I loved most about walking with her in the mornings was the clickety clacking sound
her low heel pumps made as they made contact with the pavement. My dream back then was to one day make those

same sounds while wearing “Kafshe khanoomy” (lady shoes). Every day she reminded me to pay attention to my
teacher and to be a good student. Lovingly, she would say: “Khosh behalet, how lucky you are that you get to go to
school. Khosh behalet, you will get ‘savaad’ (education/knowledge).” Coming from a poor family who had moved from
Kerman, Iran to the Jewish Ghetto of Tehran, she had been denied the privilege of going to school and learning how

to read and write. Innocently, I would say, “Esther Khanoom, you can learn too. I will teach you.” But she would just
laugh and lament that it was too late for her.

Sometime in the beginning of 3rd grade, those comforting walks to school came to an abrupt halt. My school had been
attacked by rioters who threw stones at the campus and threatened to storm the grounds. So, I stopped going to school.
I can’t say that I was too sad. I did not miss Ms. Nassim calling my parents to complain about my “outrageous and
defiant behavior,” which included rocking my chair, talking to my desk partner, and asking too many questions. I did
not miss Ms. Lazarian smacking my friend for trying to glean answers from another kid’s test. Instead, I got to stay
home and spend time with Esther Khanoom. She would tell me stories about destiny while we sat on a big piece of
fabric on the kitchen floor, sifting through mounds of rice. When I was not with Esther Khanoom, I would sit on the
stairs in front of our home, next to my best friend Mehran.

Mehran was a year older, and he was my best friend for several reasons. First, he lived next door to me. Next, he
taught me that I should watch the ground when I was walking so that I would not crush and kill the poor ants. And
finally, he believed me when nobody else did, when I insisted that I saw a ghost in our home. He would also tell me
that “Delam baraat tang shod” (literally, my stomach got constricted, which meant, I miss you) when I left for trips.
Together, Mehran and I watched masses of passionate demonstrators march through our street, Kootcheye Vaziree,
shouting slogans, until my mom panicked once she realized where I was. She pulled me inside and forbade me to go
out. But there was no escape, as the booming sounds of the riots entered our home, shaking us up. Even with the doors
and windows locked, the loud stomping and screaming pierced into our house. “Toop-tank-mossalsal, digeh assar
nadareh,” (bombs, tanks, guns, are no longer effective) and “Marg bar Amrika, Marg bar Shahanshah, Marg bar
Israel” (Death to America, death to the King, death to Israel). Even if I did not understand the ominous meaning of
the words at the time, the energy was palpable; it was demanding, powerful and dark.

Around the same time, my parents started to talk in whispers. My dad would cut little pieces of paper and they would
discuss what to write on it. I would wake up in the morning and find papers that looked like price tags on all our
belongings. They were on my toys, my dolls, my clothes. Then, suddenly, strangers would hastily be ushered into our
house, eagerly walking through our home. They would touch everything and assess our furniture, our kitchenware,
my toys. Our home became a big bazaar, and my parents would be thankful for each item the strangers bought, even
when they would haggle and not pay the price on the price tag. I did not understand what was happening. I did not
know then that our bank accounts had been frozen and that we needed cash to escape.

I was not allowed to go out anymore and my time with Mehran was limited. Mehran explained to me that some people
wanted a revolution, wanted to dethrone our king. It was shocking to me. We had sung a song praising Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, our king, every morning at school, as we had neatly lined up in rows saluting the Iranian
flag with its proud golden lion. “Why?” I asked, but I don’t know if I asked aloud or just in my head or just to Mehran.
I got no answers. Then one day my dad disappeared, and I remember Esther Khanom who lived on the first floor of
our home, comforting my sobbing mom. The windows and curtains were now always closed, and I was not allowed to
leave, talk to friends over the telephone, or see Mehran. My dad, they said, was on a business trip. They lied to me. I
knew something was not right because he would not just leave my mom alone with me and my little brother in the
middle of the upheaval surrounding us.

Then, one winter day, my mom told me that I was allowed to sleep in Esther Khanoom’s bed for that night, and that
we were going on a big trip to Germany the next day. I was so happy. I only got to sleep with Esther Khanoom on
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special occasions. I was full of excitement, not comprehending what was about to happen. I did not understand Esther
Khanoom’s sadness as she held me tight all-night, murmuring blessings over me.

The following day changed my life as I knew it. My mom had packed 2 suitcases. I got my own suitcase, containing
some clothes and my 3rd grade Farsi school book. My mom’s best friend had suggested that she hide what was left of
her jewelry in my suitcase under naked barbie dolls. She reasoned that the airport guards would be too embarrassed
to touch the naked Barbies and would, therefore, not find the jewelry. But I no longer had any Barbies, as all my toys
had been sold. I don’t know how my mother managed to take out her gold bangles. I have worn those bangles every
single day since my mom passed away in 2011, as they are my witnesses. I wish I could ask my mom questions about
that day. I have clear and crisp visions of that day in my mind, but I don’t know how much of it is real.

I see and hear and smell the Tehran airport vividly. It was packed with thousands of people pressing against glass
walls, yelling and pleading. People were pushing, shoving and trying to get through gates. It was cold and the smell
of fear and desperation hung heavily in the air. Did Tehran airport have glass walls? I don’t know, but that is the
image that has stuck with me. All around me was chaos. All around me was a flurry of people, eager to get out of Iran.
I don’t remember saying goodbye to Esther Khanoom. I was too focused on holding my mom’s hand tightly, making
sure my little brother was also holding on, so that we would not get swept up by the mass of frenzied people. We made
it onto a Pan Am airplane and when I woke up, we were in Germany. Just like that, as if somebody turned the dial on
the television set and we had slipped into a different channel, where everyone spoke a different language, looked
different, and acted differently.

And then, the next thing I knew, I was enrolled in 3rd grade at Grundschule Berliner Platz. I was terrified. I missed
Mehran. I missed Esther Khanom and my dad. As the school did not have a program for non-German speaking
students, the administration decided to put me in the class with special needs or troubled children, those who had
learning disabilities or behavioral problems. They argued that I was an “Auslander,” a foreigner, who did not speak
proper German and would not fit into a regular class with German students. I remember my mom crying because they
did not listen to her when she lamented that I was a top student in Iran. Resourceful as she was, my mom convinced
our new neighbor, Frau Gabrielle Koch, a high school teacher to tutor me. Soon, my German was good enough to be
placed in the regular German class. I still stood out though. I was not like the other children, not blonde, not Catholic,
not Protestant. I did not know how to play their games.

Subconsciously, I must have decided to take advantage of being different, because I started making up fantastic stories
about the magical place where I had come from, Persia. Persia sounded much more glamorous and whimsical than
Iran. Iran was now the Islamic Republic of Iran and was the main topic in the news. The television showed screaming
masses of revolutionary men burning American flags, the military shooting at people, dead bodies. One figure
dominated the television screens, Ayatollah Khomeini, the new leader of the Islamic Republic of Iran with his long
beard, blazing beady dark eyes, crowned with a big turban. He made shocking proclamations. He announced that girls
and women had to cover their hair under penalty of lashings, and that adult men were allowed to marry nine-year-
old girls. On television, I later saw scenes where the Khaharaneh Zeinab, the female branch of the Revolutionary
Guard militia, brutally beat other women who did not sufficiently cover their hair or wore too much make-up. I saw
them hang Iranians in public squares, shoot dissidents and take American hostages. I saw young Iranian boys who
were sent into the battlefield of the Iran-Iraq war as minesweepers blow up. I became obsessed with searching for the
face of Mehran in the news. I prayed that he was not among those sent to the front lines of the war to detonate
landmines and become one of the glorified sacrificed boys. I never found out if God heard my prayers. I never heard
from Mehran again. Never.

In the meantime, I told the German kids that in Persia, I used to fly to school every day on a magic carpet, that we
did not have a car, but traveled on a camel. I told them that there were wild dogs and cats roaming around my magical
city, Tehran, and stories about having play dates with the prince and princess of Persia. I made friends this way, and
my German got better and better.

As our bank accounts in Iran had been frozen, we still did not have money. I heard my mom cry at night telling my
dad that I was asking for roller skates but that she had no money to buy them for me. I stopped asking for roller
skates. And I did not complain about the hand-me-down clothes anymore.

My dad finally joined us in Germany. It was not easy for him. He was not treated with respect by many of the Germans.

With his dark skin he was clearly an “Auslinder,” and treated with disdain and contempt. The women at the weekly

farmers markets, where the whole town bought its produce, reprimanded him when he touched their fruit. How can

you tell an Iranian to pick the perfect fruit without flicking it, weighing it, turning it this way and that way to inspect
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for blemishes and thickness of the peel? Impossible! Today, when I talk to my dad about those incidents, he laughs it
off and makes fun of the parochial German marketplace women, stalky and red cheeked in their polyester dresses and
starched white aprons. He was not new to this treatment. He and his family as Jews in Kashan, Iran, had been
forbidden for generations to touch fruit at the marketplace because it was believed to make the fruit “najess,” or
spiritually impure, so that a Muslim would not be able to eat it.

We were advised not to have any mezuzahs on our doorposts, not to wear a Star of David necklace and not to have
any Jewish artifacts in our home, just in case. We complied. We went to a little synagogue in a neighboring city that
had 24/7 German police security, just in case. There were usually only a handful of elderly Jews worshiping and my
little brother would play pranks on them, making them shake their heads at the “Auslinder,” and never laughing.
Afterwards, Frau Ahron would serve Gefilte Fish for kiddush, which we could not bring ourselves to eat. I missed
Gondi and Abgoosht and I missed my friends and Esther Khanom. I missed my Iran.

I tried to fit in. I did well enough in school, earning high enough marks in my 4th grade exams to go to a college prep
secondary school, the Pestalozzi Gymansium, which was from the 5th to the 13th grade. I was the only Jewish child.
The students and teachers were both weary and fascinated to have a live Jew in their midst. They only knew Jews
through the mandatory Holocaust lessons and what they heard from their grandparents. Some were fascinated,
inviting me to their homes and eagerly looked at me to see if I would eat the ham they served, or perhaps check if I
had horns. Teachers would single me out to ask: Why don’t Jews accept Jesus as the Messiah? Who is Jesus to the
Jews if not God? Why do Jews not eat the most delicious thing God had created: Ham? It was exacerbating.

Then, my family woke up one morning to find our car tires slashed and swastikas drawn on them. We were scared but
said nothing. A few weeks later, somebody had drawn a swastika on the pavement in front of our home. My parents
anxiously reported this to the local police. The police slyly said they could only help if we told them who had drawn
the graffiti. We did not know, and so the authorities did nothing. For two years, my dad had to park our car in different
locations in the neighborhood to avoid vandalism. It did not stop, and the police did not help. Then, suddenly, in the
main stairway of my school, there was “JUDEN RAUS,” (Jews out) written in huge letters covering half of the wall.
It was not just bewildering to me, but also to many other students and staff. At this point, however, my parents
realized that we were truly “Auslander,” and that we would never fit in and be welcomed and safe. They decided we
were going to move to America, where most of my dad’s family had already settled. I was not happy. I was about to
turn 14 and was excelling in school and getting invited to parties. It meant so much to me, and I did not want to start
all over again in a new country.

It was 1984. Ironically, my classmates were envious that I was moving to Los Angeles, where the Olympic games were
being celebrated with fanfare. We were admitted into the country as tourists. Everything was sunny and bright and
shiny. I enrolled into 9th grade at Lincoln Junior High in Santa Monica. My parents had coached me not to tell
ANYBODY about our now expired immigration status. When my teachers or school administration asked if we had a
Green Card, I had to act dumb and say, “I don’t know,” “Why did your family come here?” “I don’t know.” “Does your
father work?” “I don’t know.” I was embarrassed. My parents had said that a wrong answer to the wrong person could
get us deported. I remained vigilant.

I was new, and I was an outsider, but people did not stare at me. Well, they did, mostly because of my clothing that
was in fashion in Germany but certainly not at Lincoln Jr. High. I once wore a T-shirt my dad had gotten for me in
Downtown L.A., with pretty and shiny pink-purple letters in the front that said “Lick’em up.” I didn’t know why the
kids were laughing at me. My new friend Azita decided to rescue me by creating a crash course of English slang words
for me. She wrote a list out for me on a piece of paper, which I studied fervently. F—k, sh—t, a—hole.... until my mom
found the note and forbade Azita from calling me or coming over to my home. My parents were freaked out. I begged
and pleaded and Azita personally apologized to my mother. How could we convince her that I simply needed to know
those words, so that I would be less of an outsider? I cried. I missed my life that I had finally established in Germany.
My parents said I should not complain and be thankful as it was every teenager’s dream to live in Los Angeles. After
a while, I became grateful. I was no longer afraid of teachers hitting, throwing chalk, or shaming me, as I had
experienced in Iran and Germany. Instead, the teachers asked questions and encouraged us to share our opinions.
This was quite a novelty. Here, I was different, but amongst a multitude of others who were also different. Everybody
was somehow different. I had never met an African American, a Mexican, a Japanese, a Korean, or a Native American
before I came to America. I became friends with Sean, an African American surfer who taught me about slavery and
the NAACP. I became friends with Angie from Guatemala, who had escaped a bloody civil war. I became friends with
Yayoi, who told me about being bullied for being half Caucasian and Okinawan when she lived in Tokyo. I became
friends with Juliette, who was half Norwegian and half Guatemalan and who had her own story of trauma and
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survival. I became friends with a group of Korean and Chinese kids, each with their own immigration stories, foods,

and language. There was a group of Russian Jewish boys who had escaped the Soviet Union, I admired them only
from afar. I never told anybody that we were undocumented, or “illegals” as it was called back then. Finally, in 1988
my family and I got our Green Cards. The U.S. consular officer told me that I was a very lucky girl. She advised me,
“You have many cultures to choose from, take the best of each culture.”

I am an adult now. I am an attorney. I represent undocumented immigrants from all over the world, those who have
fled persecution, torture, and those who have survived human trafficking and domestic violence. I aim to achieve a
level of stability and healing for them. Each person I get to work with brings me a little bit of healing as well. Most of
all, I love walking to court in my pumps and hearing the clickety clack of my shoes on the pavement. Then, I think
about Esther Khanoom, and her shoes walking me to school so many years ago...and how she rooted for me to study

as a girl. With this, my story could have come full circle and enjoyed a happy ending...but it doesn’t.

Here I am today, finding myself in another circle. The shouting, the stomping, the frenzied mobs chanting hateful
slogans, all those scenes from my childhood in Iran are back. Like in a twilight zone, I am hearing similar slogans:
“Death to Israel, Intifada, Intifada,” (which is a call for civilians to engage in a personal act of violence against a Jew),
right here in my Los Angeles neighborhood. The hateful cries pierce my heart and body. This time, as an adult, I am
more aware, I know what it can lead to, and I feel pain in my heart. Last month, my daughter was physically assaulted
and hurt by a mob of rioters at her university, screaming “Intifada” and “Dirty Jew.” And my younger daughter was
told by her high school’s DEI director that not only are Jews not a minority, but they have not suffered and, therefore,
excluded them from her school’s Justice League, a group of student leaders from various affinity groups. So, I wonder,
where can I run to this time? Where do I find safety now? I think this time, it is not a physical place to escape to, but
rather a place inside myself, a mystical and elevated space of consciousness, where I can find the source of strength,
courage, and trust to keep fighting to be all of me and to bring light, wherever I live.

*Daliah Setareh is blessed to be the mother of 3 awesome daughters. She is a senior attorney at the Legal Aid Foundation of Los
Angeles, where she assists vulnerable communities access the justice system.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Gift
By: Arjang Rad*

Some years ago, in my late thirties, my father turned to me during dinner and said:

“When are you going to learn that late Beethoven Sonata, op 109 for me? You owe me,” he said, wagging his finger
with a unique blend of sarcasm, intellect, and machismo.

“You owe me. You owe me!”

I can’t quite recall my response:

“Sorry baba, it’s too difficult,” or “it’s too profound,” or “I will, I promise!” or something like that.

I knew he was right. Insofar as music is my career, my spiritual center, my deepest meaning, the gift that never stops
giving, I owe my father everything. Years and years before, in a working-class neighborhood of Iran, he had near-
impossibly discovered the gift of classical music, and for decades he carried this gift in order that he might one day
give it to his children. My brother Amir beheld and embraced the gift instantly, humming multitudes of Beethoven
melodies as a four-year-old and sitting silently through sprawling symphonies at Royal Albert Hall (boy my father
always gleamed when he told that story.) Amir took to piano immediately and brilliantly, though later in life he made
the grave mistake of going into medicine! I, on the other hand, wanted nothing to do with piano. Some kids don’t want
to practice because they are lazy. I didn’t practice on the basis of purely ideological differences with my father. Iron
Maiden and Black Sabbath were my music, and classical was his. But truth be told, much had changed from the days
when Amir had first begun playing. Like literally...everything had changed.

My father had come to America in 1979 with the promise of what would have been the crowning achievement in his
banking career: to become the president of the first Iranian National bank on the west coast. We were renting a
beautiful home, life was full of LA sunshine, and his new offices overlooked Century City, the place where I first
learned about the infinitely magical concept known as “The Mall.” But “the best laid schemes of mice and men go oft
awry,” and it took less than a year for dreams to die. Khomeini came to power, Americans were taken hostage,
political and economic relations between the two countries cracked apart, my dad broke in half, the spacious rental
home turned into a poorly lit apartment, third graders decided they hated Persian boys, visas expired, legal status
turned illegal, and all the while my father’s anxiety grew, at first a single tree, but soon a sunless forest that slowly
choked the light out of our home.

My father did not take pills or have addictions to help with his anxiety. But he had dedication. First and foremost, to
his family, where he did whatever it took to keep the ship afloat, as well as taking his nephew into our home as yet
another mouth to feed, saving him from having to serve in the decade long youth-massacre known as the Iran-Iraq
war, very likely saving his life in the process. From future bank president he descended to pastry deliverer. As in,
my mother made the most delicious cream puffs and eclairs and napoleons that you can imagine, and he drove them
all over the San Fernando Valley to drop off at Persian markets and received small sums of cash in return. Our
apartment slowly turned into a pastry kitchen, Mommy’s bakery if you will, and I do recall quite fondly the incredible
scent of puff pastry as my dad forced me to play scales.

What dedication this man had. Sadly, at the time, I only saw his anger and frustration, which as a kid is of course all
that you see. I openly hated and mocked him as a teenager. I did not see that despite the severe financial struggles
we were facing, he somehow managed to pay $75 an hour in the early 80’s for me and my brother’s weekly piano
lessons. That he still fought to have room in his stress-filled psyche for music and the arts. That he still managed to
gather friends on a nearly weekly basis to fill our home with talks of politics and art and have souls caressed by my
mother’s voice as she read Iranian poetry. And of course, to make sure my brother and I played piano for guests by
whom we were treated like minor royalty. At fourteen, thanks to Bach and a whole lot of positive attention I was
receiving, I decided I loved piano, but I still hated my dad. Our personalities clashed. We had engaged in an ages-old
Oedipal struggle. My beautiful mother would spout epic poetry from Ferdowsi on one end of the house and my dad
and I would reenact Rostam and Sohrab, or Darth Vader and Luke, on the other. He had created a monster. He
wanted beauty, culture, the height of western classical grace and refinement, but received instead a crazed
nonconformist headbanging Beethoven-loving Iron Maiden-obsessed Nietzsche-reading maniac of a son! Truly there
are few relationships in our lives as mysterious as that between a father and a son, where love expresses itself in ways
often beyond our human understanding. I completely failed to see my father’s immense love for me-but regardless it
was there, and it made me strong, and it helped me grow into who I am today.
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Some months after that night in my late 30’s, when my dad had asked me to learn Beethoven op. 109, I was away at
a men’s retreat. At one point I found myself alone with Richard, my mentor’s mentor, the Yoda of my Obi Wan if you
will, and I told him that story. And I said: “Richard, I know he’s right. I know that I DO owe him, but why can’t I
bring myself to learn this piece, which is in and of itself one of the most profoundly beautiful pieces of music ever
written?” And Richard said to me: “Oh that’s easy. That’s because you haven’t accepted the gift yet.”

It took years for the meaning of those words to slowly sink in, from my brain all the way down to the center of every

single cell. We want everything to be one-sided. We divide our lives into good and evil. But I had to learn to hold the
truth in two hands. Yes, my father loved me, and yes, my father gave me hell. But even that hell was profoundly
impactful and full of wonders. Everything I know of battle, of survival, of hard work, of keeping my house clean, of
making my bed, of pushing myself, of expecting more of myself, I learned from him. My love for mythology, philosophy,
psychology and eastern spirituality all arose from my attempts at solving the riddles of our relationship. Ijust didn’t
want to believe that some of the best parts of who I am were directly a result of everything I thought I hated about
that relationship. I carry a great deal of guilt because the pain had sealed my lips, and I didn’t thank him
enough. Didn’t thank him for every single day he put one foot in front of the other and kept going during a time that
so many fathers would have just skipped out on their families. For every meal, for every piano lesson, for every
lecture, for every single challenge he put before me knowing that I needed to be challenged, for every time he spoke
of zogh, of joy, and reminded me to seek happiness not where the waters are shallow but where they are profoundly
deep. I love you dad, and I thank you for all of it, and above all, for teaching me that life itself is a complex gift full of
goodness and pain; and when you learn to hold it in both hands, you realize just what a perfect balance lies therein.

*Arjang Rad is a piano teacher, composer and concert pianist living in Los Angeles. He is a proud father of four children: Johann,
Penelope, Eleni, and Iliana.
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Remembering
By Sheila Karbassian*

I find the experience of remembering to be frightening. It seems to have me in its grips. Memories of another life
appear to me, flooding me with longing, then anger, then joy, then sorrow, and nostalgia, often catching me off guard
and leaving me feeling overwhelmed and exhausted. And all this while I stand in line at the grocery store or post office
or some other inconvenient place to fall apart. Recently it was at a government office in Tehran when I explained to

the official why my husband wasn’t with me.

“Tasliyat Migam. Ghameh Aakharetoon basheh.”

“My condolences. May it be your last sorrow,” she said politely.

I fell apart and sobbed.

Some years ago, I was overseeing final preparations for Ali’s forty-second surprise birthday party. I told him that we
were going to have a Halloween party for Hana and her classmates and that we should be in costume as well. I made
some food and I bought some, too. I baked a big red velvet birthday cake, bought party favors for the kids, and
Halloween themed wine for their parents. I drew funny scary faces on some paper and glued them to the faces of the
portraits on the living room wall. Our guests commented on the decor and food and by the time they were saying their
goodbyes as it began to get dark, our friends, in full costume, began to show up at the door, one by one. Ali was
surprised and so happy to learn that all his friends were coming to celebrate his birthday. He was so grateful. I
remember his happy smiling face as our home filled with love.

This is a good memory. I love this one.

We don’t live in that house anymore. The one in Encino, on top of a hill, on a cul-de-sac.

We buried Ali on a Saturday. I sat in silence with a few of my friends before leaving for the cemetery. I asked Ali’s
own spirit to give me strength to get through the day without falling apart. He’d been my partner for twenty-four
years. Only three years apart, we’d been teens when we met and fell in love back in Iran. We’d grown up together and
I didn’t know life without him. I didn’t know me without him. So, I asked him for help. There would be a lot of people
looking at me, sad for me, scared for me, worrying about me, and I didn’t know how I would be able to handle all of
my own grief, sorrow, and disbelief, let alone all the grief around me. The last time I'd had so many eyes on me was
at my wedding. But I was happy then.

So, I became an observer of everything and not a participator. I would deal with the necessities only. I checked out
and moved through the day on autopilot, holding my breath until it was all over, and I could go home and scream and
cry and grieve, alone. I don’t think I shed one tear throughout the entire day, even when they put his body in the
ground. I couldn’t cry. I wasn't there. You see, the person that I knew myself to be had died when Ali died.

Our house was filled with family and friends every day. Every day new people would show up. Each face sadder and
more terrified than the next. Some wouldn’t or couldn’t look me in the eye. I found no comfort outside of myself, and
inside me was dark and terrified. Friends flew in from all over the country. He was so loved. Ali had been a great
friend to many, and they showed it. But the more I listened to people telling me how amazing and special he had been,
the more vulnerable and disempowered I felt. How would I live without him?

The night we buried him, Ali came to me in a dream. We were watching TV and I told him that the characters in the
show were like us. He just smiled and shrugged. Then I realized that he was dead and asked him, “What are you doing
here? Shouldn’t you be gone?” To which he replied, “I'm not going anywhere. I'm right here.” I woke up and sobbed in
confusion.

The details of those days are mostly a blur. Grief, I came to find out, does that. It robs us of the order of reality. The

past and the present come at you like waves on a desolate beach, you never know which one will knock you down and
leave you dazed and disoriented. I remember the morning after he’d been declared dead on arrival at Encino Hospital,
I was startled to wake up to the sounds of everyday traffic and a bustling city. The same sounds as every other day.
But why was life still going on? Why did the sun rise again? Didn’t they all know that it was over? Our life was over.

After the crowds were gone, I was left to deal with assessing our financial and overall life situation. Ali was our
breadwinner, the only one with a job and an income. I was a stay-at-home mom. I had no idea how long we could live
the way we had. Could I keep the house? And pay the mortgage with what income? Where would we live? Would we
have to move back to Iran where my parents lived? What happened? Why am I here?
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As the days passed, I became more anxious. I couldn’t sleep at night without waking up and staring at the mirror in
the master bathroom where he’d hit his head on the way down. His clothes. They smelled of him. His scrubs. His
shirts. His belts. All hung there in his closet. As if he were still there. His iPhone, still there. Every material thing
that he owned was still there. How nonsensical, I thought. How does it make sense that his things are still here, but
he isn't? How bizarre life seemed. Life is a dream. A bad one. Where had he gone? The more questions I had, the
scarier life began to seem to me.

Much like a refugee that’s forced to flee their beloved home to survive, I fled from that house so I could survive and
Hana could survive. I started sleeping at my mom’s apartment more and more, and one day I just couldn’t go back
into our house anymore.

Our life ended in that house the moment Ali hit the ground in our bathroom after his heart stopped beating. The life
I knew, the one we had built together over the past twenty-four years, from Iran to New York to Los Angeles, through
war, the Islamic Republic, and September 11, 2001. The life where Hana was a happy, carefree, six-year-old. The one
where she had both a Mommy and a Daddy was gone and the pain was unbearable.

Four months later Hana and I moved to a new neighborhood and Hana went to a new school. We had to begin again.
Like in a board game, “Go back to start!” Start over as a widow, a single woman, a single mother.

Hana’s new school started in September; I was full of anxiety. I tried attending grief support groups. They asked us
things like what kind of music our partners liked and their other favorite things. I cried the entire session, not able
to speak a word. That evening my arms and fingers went numb. Carpal tunnel syndrome. My anxiety levels were so
high that my neck went stiff, pinching the nerves in my arms. I never went back. How could I tell strangers what Ali
meant to me? He wasn’t someone I had met a few years ago and married. He was my entire life, for as long as I could
remember. I didn’t feel separate from him. We had been “we” for so long. Was this codependency? Attachment? Lack
of self-identity? I don’t know. All I could feel was pain. In my body, in my mind, in my heart, in others, in the world...It
didn’t help that on the rare occasion that I did go to a close friend or family member’s home, someone would come to
me and randomly start telling me about some sad thing that happened to them, too. I didn’t understand why they
would suddenly share their deepest, most painful memory with me. Had I been initiated into a secret sadness club?
Was this the only kind of conversation that people saw fit to have with me now? Was this who I was going to be from
now on? The poor woman who lost her husband tragically. My new identity? A sad existence, to be pitied and compare
grief with? All these interactions pronounced my feelings of isolation, and I decided not to socialize anymore. Being
around couples was difficult anyway. I missed Ali so much more when I was with couples and every child calling out
“Daddy!” was like a dagger twisting in my heart.

Once on a museum outing with friends Hana pulled me to the side and said in a small voice filled with shame, “Mommy
I don’t feel good.”

“Why honey?”

“Because everyone here has a Daddy except me.”

I told her that she does have a Daddy, he just isn’t with us anymore, but he will always be her Daddy.

The day after Ali’s death, I had to tell Hana. She had slept through the entire night. Even when the medics came
rushing into the house and into our bathroom to resuscitate him, Hana slept. I called friends and family to come over
80 I could go to the hospital in the ambulance, but no one made it in time. When my uncle and sister-in-law and her

daughter showed up, we left Hana still asleep with her cousin and the three of us headed to the hospital. At the
hospital we were greeted by the attending doctor, and when I asked about my husband, he flatly declared that “He
didn’t make it,” as if he’d simply not made it to a movie or a flight. My sister-in-law, Laila, wailed when she heard this
and my uncle lost his temper and yelled at the doctor to “Do something.” But I just sat there staring at the doctor, as
he confirmed what I already had known from the moment he’d hit the bathroom floor. We went back home and I lay

in my bed wondering what had just happened. Hana slept through it all. When she woke up in the morning, she
climbed into bed with me not noticing that her dad was not there. I told her that he’d been in an accident. I didn’t
know how to tell her. I was advised to ease her into learning that something had happened. She took it well and then
my sister Negin took her to school. I'd tell her when she returned, I thought. By the time she came back from school
our house was filled with people. Family, friends, neighbors, colleagues, all flooded our home.

Hana asked why everyone was there. I took her to her bedroom; my sister was there too. I don’t remember exactly
who else was there, but we weren’t alone. We sat on her bed, and I held Hana in my arms and gently told her that her
dad didn't make it after his accident. She looked at me horrified and asked, “He died?!” And when I said yes, she
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immediately held her ears and let out a wailing sound and burst into tears. I held her repeating, “I'm sorry my love,”
and we cried together, all of us in the room.
Those were Ali’s last words to me too. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.”

In the months that followed adjusting to my sudden social status, a widow, a single mother, I remember trying to look
for guidance and direction from my community. I would search in memories of my teenage years in Iran, what I knew
about widowhood. Some widows would wear black for an entire year, some forever. Some would be held and protected
by their husband’s family, and some would be forgotten and cast aside but the word “Bichareh” (poor thing), almost
always followed their names. I couldn't remember any that had remarried and even asked a friend why that was. To
which she said, “Because a good husband is hard to replace.” Replace? Was I supposed to replace Ali? No one could
replace him. I couldn’t relate to these traditions, but I also wanted to do the right thing. I wanted to honor my beloved
Ali, my Hana’s father. I read books by American widows, but there was no one that I could follow or look to for
directions that suited me. Me, who was a product of two cultures, not just one or the other, but both, and neither at
the same time.

My traditional grandmother, seeing that I was still young, would advise me to save myself for a suitable partner.
“Don’t go sleeping around with men, wait accordingly and a good suitor will show up.” This was my grandmother’s
solution to the disadvantage of being born female: you couldn’t do life alone, you needed a man. She herself had never
seen my grandfather until their Aghd (wedding ceremony), and it never occurred to her to question that. She lived her
entire life in submission to her father, husband, and sons. I left her home feeling small and broken as everything
pointed towards how incomplete and lost I was.

I was a woman without a husband and Hana was a daughter without a father. Meanwhile Hana and I carried on
despite the weight of our grief and our anxieties, and we managed to go through the motions of life as best as we could.
With the help of friends and loved ones we moved forward, and I slowly realized that I would need to find my own way
from now on.

I, too, had been brought up to please my family and society, and back in Iran it had meant following tradition. It had
given me a sense of security to know that I was following the “right” path. I had liked being liked and receiving
validation for it, and it had been easy. I could follow others. I had gone from my parents’ house to my husband’s home
and enjoyed not being the only person deciding things. Now that I had to make all the decisions, I was anxious and
unsure of myself. Soon I realized that I don't know who I really am. I wasn’t just grieving Ali’s loss but my own lost
self. The part of me that hadn’t had a chance to develop. People kept telling me how now I needed to be both a mother
and a father to Hana. Amid pondering what that meant in practical terms, one night I dreamt that I had suddenly
grown an enormous erect penis that extended all the way up to my ear! I was horrified and tried to stuff it into my
shirt and hide it behind my hair, but I couldn’t hide it no matter what I did. I remember the shame I felt for being a

woman with a penis. I felt less feminine and less desirable. It said a lot about what I thought being a woman meant.

I would spend the next thirteen years of my life learning and unlearning many things about myself, and life with the
help of psychotherapists, Iranian mystics, and art. I unlearned the limitations imposed by traditions and beliefs that
were born of another country and another time that didn’t align with my present reality. I learned that in order to
survive we need to adapt, change, and adjust to our present reality while carrying our past in our hearts. I learned
that grief is not depression, grief never goes away and you do not “get over” a profound loss, you make room for it
along with all the other emotions you experience as you journey through life. I learned that any kind of loss can trigger
grief: immigration, losing a job, losing your identity, losing your language, losing a body part—all these cause grief to
different degrees. I learned that by making space for grief inside myself I also made space to hold a deeper and larger
amount of joy. I learned to expand and accept both grief and joy as a fundamental part of the human experience, to
deny one is to directly deny the other. I learned that there is no timeline for how long we need to grieve, it’s not a
decision, it’s a process that differs from person to person depending on the relationship to what was lost. There is no
right or wrong way to grieve, apart from harming ourselves or others.

*Sheila Karbassian holds a BA in Graphic Design and an MA in Spiritual Psychology. She is a full-time artist and part time
therapist.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Choose to Succeed Against All Odds

By Sharona Nazarian*

As the daughter of a father who foresaw the storm of revolution brewing in Iran, our family’s journey was a harrowing
odyssey marked by intense struggle and unwavering determination. Fleeing persecution and leaving behind
everything we held dear, my mother, younger brother, and I found ourselves thrust into the unknown depths of a new
life in Israel. In those uncertain times, I clung desperately to the language of mathematics, a beacon of understanding
amidst the tumultuous sea of change.

Reuniting with my father, we ventured forth to America, where our dreams collided head-on with the harsh reality of
prejudice and bigotry. Why didn’t they understand that we left our country due to religious persecution by the same
people holding the hostages? Branded as terrorists and subjected to cruel taunts, we bore the weight of unjust
accusations with heavy hearts, yet refused to let them extinguish our hope. With each move from state to state, we
carried with us the scars of persecution, but also the unyielding resolve to succeed against all odds.

In the face of adversity, education emerged as our steadfast ally, guiding us through the labyrinth of unfamiliar
languages and cultures. Despite the relentless challenges, I forged ahead, driven by an insatiable thirst for knowledge
and the unwavering support of my mother, whose love sustained us through the darkest of days.

As I embarked on the journey of higher education, balancing the demands of academia with the responsibilities of
family, the specter of prejudice loomed large, threatening to derail my aspirations. Yet, fueled by the memory of my
mother’s belief in me, I pressed forward, determined to carve out a brighter future for myself and those I held dear.

Becoming a wife and mother brought both joy and sorrow, as I grappled with the loss of my beloved mother, the
guiding light of our family. In her absence, I assumed the mantle of matriarch, drawing strength from her teachings
and instilling in my children the values of faith, resilience, compassion, and community.

Fueled by a fierce determination to make a difference, I dove headfirst into civic engagement, pouring my heart and
soul into the fight for justice and equality. Despite the uphill battles, I embraced the opportunity to serve, paving the
way as the first Iranian American woman on the Beverly Hills City Council and now proudly serving as Vice Mayor,
with the honor of stepping into the role of Mayor this coming April. My journey from refugee to civic leader is a
testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the enduring strength of hope in the face of adversity.

*Dr. Sharona Nazarian holds a doctorate in Clinical Psychology and is currently serving as a Vice Mayor for the city of Beverly
Hills. She was a Commissioner for Beverly Hills Public Works as well as a Los Angeles County Commissioner for Alcohol and Other
Drugs. She lives in Beverly Hills with her husband and three sons.
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America, Here I Come!
Roza Ajori*

My life took a turn when I saw his face on the television. A man with a black turban, long white beard, and a blank
gaze in his eyes.

On February 1, 1979, I was practicing my mandolin for the Persian New Year celebration that takes place on the first
day of spring. From a distance, I heard my uncle yell, “Turn on the TV!” I looked out the window and saw him rushing
toward the house, which reminded me of how I would dash into the house after school to use the bathroom. “He is
coming! He is getting out of the plane!” My aunt and cousins followed him, running down the snowy pathway. I put
down my mandolin and walked outside to see what was happening. Everyone was talking about him. Their voices
were shaky, either very loud or a whisper. Some were silent, others were crying hysterically.

“Oh, help us God!” my father said with concern in his eyes, as if an asteroid was about to hit the earth. I looked at my
mother and noticed tears streaming down her face. Worried, I asked my father what was going on.

“T worry that something terrible might happen to our country,” he said.

“Are we going to die?” I asked.

“No sweetheart, but there will be a lot of people who will.” I looked into his eyes, and I could tell he was trying to
reassure me, but underneath he was truly afraid. “We just have to wait and see. For now, everything has to be put on
hold,” he said.

“You mean I can’t go to the mandolin rehearsal tomorrow?”

With a big sigh, he replied, “Oh, my dear Roza, I mean everything.”

Time stood still. Voices got distorted, everything turned into slow motion. A part of me died. It was an immense
transformation unfolding before us.

Before the revolution, I was beginning to explore my identity through music and the arts, but suddenly I had to put
everything on hold. I had a sensation of being perched up on a branch, with a powerful gust of wind swaying my tree
of existence, and it seemed as though I could tumble down at any moment. The next day, an ocean of men and women
with their hair covered charged down our street cursing the Shah’s name. They were cheering for the scary guy on
TV, who I later found out was Khomeini. “Marg bar Shah, zendeh baad Khomeini,” (death to the Shah, long live
Khomeini) they chanted. Inside the house, everyone was shaken up. My dad and uncle began dumping out all the
alcohol from the bar into the sink. My mom was frantically looking for a headscarf, and my dog was barking up a
storm. I stood in the middle of the room while people were circling around me in panic. It felt as if I was whirling. I
grabbed my mandolin and hid it in my closet.

I am eternally grateful for my mother, the petite woman with a rebellious spirit who I had never seen without makeup
and a hairdo, for fighting the changes that were happening. She refused to stay in the country and obey the new
Islamic rules. You see, she was a hair stylist for the wives of very important figures in my hometown of Urmia in the
northwest of Iran. Words sure do travel fast at the hair salon. She had heard that the monarchy was coming to an
end, and that Mohammad Reza Shah was going to step down after 37 years of ruling the country. The Islamic Republic
came into power soon after. With no religious upbringing and a deep desire to fulfill her American Dream, my mother
had taken a bold step in the early 1970s by purchasing a house in the city of angels and sending my sister (7 years
older than me) and, brother (5 years older than me) to U.S. a couple years before the revolution. What a brilliant
warrior.

I was fourteen at the time of the revolution. Even with our country falling apart, we still had to attend school with a
straight face. One day, as I roamed the grounds of my all-girl high school, I heard a few of the girls whispering about
the next anti-Islamic revolution protest. Like a magnet, I got pulled toward them and asked if I could join. I felt a
spark of hope enter my heart. I just wanted to be able to play my mandolin and go back to my normal life. The next
day, over one hundred girls from three different schools began marching in the streets wearing their school uniforms.
We were yelling death to Khomeini, the dictators, and the mullahs. Suddenly, I heard screaming. The group dispersed.
I looked around and saw a group of enraged Islamic men rushing toward us with hammers and clubs in hand. The
nearby stores began pulling down their bars, but I managed to get into one before they closed. On my way in, I felt a
hard kick in the middle of my back. I was lucky to avoid the injuries that many others suffered that day. This fight
and unrest went on for months. One day we were running away towards our school for shelter, dodging rocks thrown
at us by a mob of furious and cold-hearted men who were following us. As one of my friends turned to gauge their
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distance, one of the rocks struck her. She shrieked. My heart stopped as I saw blood running down my dear friend
Mina’s face. The rock had hit her eye. Teachers and parents began running toward us to see what happened. The next
thing I knew, my dad, who was not aware of my participation with this group, pulled me into his arms and begged me
not to get involved with the wave of protests. His tears fell from his chin and onto my cheeks. I had never seen my
father cry before. At that moment I felt that I needed to listen to him, and that was the last conversation we had about
the movement. The following day brought devastating news: I found out that Mina had lost her eye. To make matters
worse, we and many others got expelled and were moved to another school.

Uncertainty, fear, sadness, and confusion took over me. They were watching us like a hawk. I decided to keep busy
with sports; volleyball to be exact. One late spring I was sitting under a willow tree at school with a few of my friends
singing a song as always. I looked up toward the gate and saw three tall men with thick black beards entering the
school. It was the morality police. We all got quiet, not knowing what was going to happen. I saw them take my
innocent pure Mina away in handcuffs that day. I almost fainted, fearing that I was next. I started running toward
her but one of my friends stopped me. Tears were running down our faces, tears of sorrow and fear. Minda was wearing
her light gray uniform with a navy blue scarf and a black patch on her eye. She looked at me with a smile filled with
sadness and victory. Mina held her head high and sent me a military salute. That was the last time I saw her. Mina

was a leader of the group and never stopped the fight against the regime. At an early age I experienced the loss of a

dear friend. And that was the beginning of many more.

Meanwhile, my mother was trying to find a way to leave the country. She paid a few gypsies to get us out through the
mountains partially by donkeys and the rest on foot. Anticipating the departure into the unknown was frightening.
Daydreaming was the only tool that made me feel secure. I imagined myself under the familiar willow tree, but this

time singing happy songs for my family and friends. They were smiling and dancing and singing with me. As soon as
the school year came to an end, my mom and I got ready and said our goodbyes to the family. We packed lightly due

to the instructions we were given by the gypsy men. We were taken by an old rundown car to a damp, dimly lit garage
and were told to wait for them there. I felt like a bird trapped in a cage. I closed my eyes and envisioned myself soaring
through the clear blue sky with wide open wings toward an unknown destination. Hours went by and no one showed
up. Someone from our group left to see what was going on, finally he came back and told us that no one was coming.
They had taken our passports and money and left us hanging. A part of me was relieved, but since my mom was
unhappy, so was I. As The light of the morning sun was peeking through, we decided to walk back home. Getting help
from her powerful clients, my mom found another way to leave the country. She was determined to take me out of the
country in any shape or form, this time in proper legal fashion, with an airplane and all.

At 15 I was following my mom down the streets of Rome and Paris. My uncle (my dad’s older brother) had a second
home in Paris. He studied and lived there most of his life. The American Embassy in Iran shut its doors, so, to enter
American soil, we needed to travel to Europe to obtain a visa. Unfortunately, neither embassy granted me a visa. My
mom had no problem getting one, as her two other children were already in the United States. But the authorities
were concerned that granting me an entry visa would result in us not returning to our homeland. My mom was
devastated. She did not want me to go back to Iran, especially on a train with my uncle, who was afraid of flying.

Back to square one. I returned to Iran and lived with my dad while I started my second year of high school. On
September 22, 1980, the war between Iran and Iraq escalated to a new level of seriousness. The conflict that was going
on for some time erupted into a full-scale war. The people in the affected areas, including my town in the northwest
of Iran, were afraid for their lives. Airstrikes, blackouts, martial law, and the burial of young soldiers plagued our
country. One day I was sitting in the classroom listening to Mr. Habib rambling, when all of a sudden, the principal
walked into the class ordering everyone to get up and walk towards the cemetery. With each burial we had to leave
the school and walk all the way to the cemetery to acknowledge the soldiers' heroic acts and be there for their families.
The scene at the cemetery was heart-wrenching. The sight of the bodies wrapped in white sheets, the sounds of
mothers and relatives wailing in grief, asking God to bring back their loved ones, severely impacted me.

In my third year of high school, the war had subsided. The roads were opening for travel. My dad decided to go to the
U.S. to visit his wife and children. Unfortunately, due to certain restrictions imposed on young individuals, I could
not go with him. I was emotionally torn. I really felt abandoned by my parents. Amid these circumstances, I found a
profound outlet for my emotions, the art of playwriting. Through the power of storytelling, I transferred my own pain
into something beautiful.
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My last year of high school was approaching, and I received news that the path to freedom and new opportunities for
me was opening. I received a call from my mom saying that I'd be joining them in America after my graduation, and
that my dad was on his way back to Iran to sign some paperwork for my departure. I was excited and happy. To my
surprise when my dad came back, they sold the house that we grew up in, the house that was built from scratch with
their own hands. A house with a trillion memories of our childhood. We sold the house in Urmia and moved to the
capital of Iran. I felt numb, helpless, and confused. Now that everything was happening, why was I so unhappy? I did
not have a voice of my own, and changes were happening rapidly. I couldn’t keep up with the pace. In order to go to
the U.S., I had to fly to Germany to get a visa.

The fear of traveling to an unknown country alone was overwhelming. I could not communicate my emotions, nor
could I see straight. I took a bunch of medication that was sitting on the table, hoping that my dad would help me
with my inner turmoil. As I was drifting away, I heard my dad’s concerned voice, and yet he chose to go out with his
friend and his friend’s son was burdened with the responsibility of making sure that I was eventually ok. We never
talked about it after that. Leaving behind everything familiar to me, my friends, my home, and most importantly my
mandolin, was devastating.

I flew to Germany to get an American visa and stayed with an acquaintance of my dad in her dorm room. I was not
able to obtain a visa to the United States and after a few weeks she could no longer accommodate me. So I packed my
bags and traveled to a small town by train, where I stayed with a relative of my mother’s friend. Weeks turned into
months, and on top of eventually having to move again, there was still no sign of a visa. I ended up renting and living
in someone’s attic because that was all I could afford. Since my mother in America was struggling financially, I did
not want to ask for money. My last resort was my father who I called for financial support, but he always referred me
to my mother. The room was cramped and lacked hot water. So now I had very little money left and a few German
chocolate bars to my name. One day as I was walking down to get more German chocolate, a short dark-haired Iranian
girl stopped me to ask if I went to her school. I told her that I was there to obtain a visa. She invited me to meet her

Persian friends that evening, one of whom was in the same position as me. We all became good friends very fast, and
it finally felt like I was back home again. Through them, I met a German boy and fell in love. We were able to
communicate because he was fluent in Turkish. For eight out of the eleven months I lived in Germany I experienced
my first love, as well as true friendships. As my love grew deeper, I received a call from my mother saying that she
found a lawyer who was able to grant me legal entry into the United States. She told me that I would be able to join

them in America in a week.

Through life’s ups and downs, I have learned to cherish the moments of joy and hold onto the memories that will last
a lifetime. Love is a constant force that can withstand any trial or tribulation. It is the light that guides us through
the darkest of times and the warmth that comforts us in times of need. As I continue this journey called life, I am
grateful for the lessons learned and the love that sustains me through it all. What if the revolution never happened?
Would I ever have had the courage to pursue my dreams of becoming a famous singer, musician, actor, or dancer? The
road ahead may be uncertain, and there may be challenges and sacrifices along the way, but one thing is for sure, the
music in my soul will always guide me towards my dreams.

*Roza Ajori holds a degree in Interior Design and following in her mother’s footsteps she works as a hairstylist. She is married and
lives in Los Angeles with her two beautiful and outstanding girls and continues to pursue her passion for music.
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Understanding Depression and Anxiety in Immigrant Communities:
Definitions, Signs, and Symptoms
By Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW

Depression and anxiety, are common mental health conditions that transcend geographical borders, affecting individ-
uals from all walks of life. Immigrant communities, however, are more vulnerable to such mental health issues due
to the multiple stressors that they experience. Whether its pre-immigration stressors such as traumatic experiences
related to war, violence and oppression; or post-immigration experiences of multiple losses, including loss of home,
livelihood, social position, family, friends, community, homeland, and familiar language. Such immigration-related
chronic stressors substantially increase a person’s feelings of depression and anxiety.

The process of relocation is difficult for most people. It requires a great deal of courage to leave behind everything that
is familiar and to risk the hostility of a completely alien culture in the hopes of finding freedom, opportunity and a
better life. And while immigrants move to a new country for the best of motives, they are often not fully prepared for
the mental, emotional and physical stress that arises from the experience.

Understanding the signs and symptoms of depression and anxiety can help normalize their struggles and also provide
relief from the expectations that many immigrants place on themselves and their families. Below we will define de-
pression and anxiety and also look at some common signs and symptoms.

While it is normal to feel a certain level of sadness or grief over difficult life situations, clinical depression is more
than that. It can be a debilitating mental health disorder characterized by persistent feelings of hopelessness, despair,
and worthlessness, that an individual experiences nearly all day, every day, for at least two weeks. Individuals grap-
pling with depression often experience a profound sense of emotional numbness, lethargy, and disconnection from
others. Beyond emotional distress, depression can manifest in physical symptoms such as changes in appetite or sleep
patterns, headaches and stomachaches.

Other symptoms can include:

+ Feelings of irritability or frustration, (children and adolescents with depression in particular tend to exhibit irri-
tability, tantrums and hyperactivity rather than sadness).

* Not enjoying activities that used to bring joy.

* Having low energy or fatigue.

* Having a difficult time concentrating, making decisions or remembering things.

*  Low self esteem, poor self confidence and social isolation.

+ Having thoughts of self-harm or suicide.

While Generalized Anxiety Disorder shares many of the same symptoms as Depression, its most common indicator is
a chronic and heightened state of worry. Anxiety is characterized by excessive and persistent fear, nervousness, and
dread or apprehension. Individuals grappling with anxiety often experience intrusive and looping thoughts; physical
symptoms such as rapid heartbeat, trembling, sweating, and gastrointestinal distress; and avoidance behaviors aimed
at reducing perceived threats.

Chronic states of anxiety can result in other types of anxiety disorders, including:

+ Panic disorder — a condition where you have recurring, regular panic attacks (which include a racing heartbeat;
feeling dizzy or lightheaded; feeling like you are losing control or like you are going to die; sweating, shaking, or
trembling; shortness of breath, tingling in your fingers or lips and nausea). Panic attacks usually last anywhere
between 5 to 30 minutes. They can be frightening, but they are not dangerous and should not harm you.

+ Phobias — an extreme or irrational fear of something, like a specific object, animal, sound, or place. The most com-
mon are social phobia, which causes extreme anxiety when a person is in a social situation, in public spaces or
around a lot of people; Agoraphobia, which is fear related to situations such as leaving home, being in crowds or
traveling alone; and claustrophobia, which is a fear of enclosed or small spaces.
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* Obsessive compulsive disorder — in which a person experiences unwanted thoughts, urges or images that keep
coming back, are intrusive and cause distress (obsessions); and/or engages in repetitive, rituals and behaviors (com-
pulsions). Common obsessions include fears of contamination, fears of harming oneself or others, and concerns with
symmetry or orderliness. While compulsions may manifest as excessive hand-washing, checking rituals, or mental
rituals such as counting or praying.

* People with OCD have time-consuming symptoms that can cause significant distress or interfere with daily life.

Recognizing the signs and symptoms of Depression, Anxiety and Anxiety Disorders is very important because it allows
us to receive mental health services and support at an early stage, which is vital to the healing process. Unfortunately,
within immigrant communities, displacement coupled with acculturative stressors such as language barriers, socio-
economic disparities, limited access to culturally appropriate mental health resources, and stigma surrounding mental
illness further compounds the burden of receiving early interventions.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Moving to America
By Haideh Herbert-Aynechi*

The guide at the Wilshire Temple was describing the murals covering the walls around the sanctuary. “This tells the
story of Judaism from the time of Abraham till arrival of Russian Jews in 1917.” The Russians were tall, wearing
heavy clothes and hats, carrying a Torah scroll, plowing over some sort of cover under which lay all sorts of wild
animals. I could totally understand why they were carrying a Torah. As immigrants, leaving our ancestral country for
good, we all worried about the Torah scrolls left in abandoned synagogues in Tehran and other cities. What I couldn’t
understand about the mural was the blanket under the Russian immigrants’ feet and the wild beasts underneath it.
“The beasts are their fears of the unknown. They have left a familiar country, even though not hospitable, and are
stepping into a foreign land, not knowing what awaits them.” The guide explained.

For me, while I was still in Iran, I had no fear of beasts awaiting me in the new land. What I was afraid of was the
beasts chasing me in my own land. When the tsunami of the Islamic Revolution hit Iran, my husband Benny and I
kept our peace. We were both just teachers. Benny was a professor and head of a department in the School of Pharmacy
at Tehran University, and I was an instructor and coordinator at Tehran University Language Center. We had no
connections to the deposed Shah and no sizable assets to be confiscated by the new regime. Besides, we were Jewish,
and the wisdom of ages had taught us to stay away from politics. We tried to ride the waves and wait for better days.
But when a close relative was detained and under torture squealed on his absent brother’s wealth, and still got shot
in prison, without a trial, when my husband was called for interrogation for the same information, the morality police
stopped me at gun point for inadequate hijab, the government started packing 12 year old boys, my son’s age, to run
over mine fields to clear them for soldiers fighting the Iran-Iraq war, and when we got caught under bombs with no
shelters to turn to, I learned we were involved no matter how invisible we tried to be. I witnessed all my achievements
change to liabilities under a regime that despised women, western-style education, and Jews.

To safeguard our family, we decided it was time to leave Iran. As issuing or using passports were banned for Jews, we
were left with no choice but to hire smugglers who could guide us to escape over the border on foot. We set out in mid-
June 1985.

The journey was hard with our three-year-old toddler, Omid, and beautiful teenage daughter, Shirin. We were relieved
that we had somehow sent our 12-year-old son out already. The sheer force of hope for a safer future gave us strength
to move forward through the arduous walk over the narrow goat paths on mountains all night long, and drive through
arid deserts of Pakistan, water being scarce. After a four-month stay in Pakistan, we were able to fly to Vienna where
we were welcomed by HIAS and the American Joint Distribution Committee, AJDC.

Rabbi Ostrin, the director of AJDC, offered a job to Benny as a translator for the new arrivals. We knew we had to
stay in Vienna for several months before our U.S. visas arrived. Wanting to be of help and never shying away from
work, I went to see Rabbi Ostrin with a suggestion. “I see so many young immigrants waiting around, with nothing
to do. I can set up English classes in the club rooms here. This will save so much of their time after they arrive in the
U.S.” Rabbi Ostrin welcomed my offer and ordered the books I asked for. I trained two other women to help me teach
the classes. I was excited about this project. In fact, a teaching job in a European country could be a good reference
for any future jobs in the U.S. I was also hired for a teaching job at an already established school for immigrants.

Finally, our visas arrived and once in America we noticed that finding jobs was a complicated process and we needed
to wait for our long-term careers. I needed to take courses and exams to earn teaching credentials, and Benny had to
study for the Pharmacy Board exam to become a licensed pharmacist. While preparing for these goals, we had to get
entry level jobs to meet the daily needs of our family. Benny found a job as a lab assistant. And I started work as a
bilingual teacher’s assistant at a local high school and went on to tutor English during the summer. As my husband’s
job was temporary, and he now needed to study full time for the Pharmacy Board exam, by the beginning of the
summer we relied on my tiny income, not wanting to touch our small savings. The pressure of keeping our family safe
and happy in a strange land seemed daunting, but we soldiered on.

By 1988, I finally completed the requirements for adult teaching credentials in California and started a full-time
career with benefits. Around the same time, Benny passed his board exam. He was forced to do his internship
requirements under a pharmacist who took full advantage of his need for the job and treated him with disdain and
prejudice for a foreigner. Eventually Benny was able to buy an affordable pharmacy in South Central L.A. and become
his own boss. As were settled in our new lives we were happy to connect with several of our old friends from from
Tehran University who had lived here before the revolution.
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Our Immigrant Stories

By 1993, seven years after our immigration to the U.S, we needed to plan for a new event. Our son, Omid was eleven,
and we needed to start preparing him for his bar mitzvah in two years. It felt that since the outset of the revolution
in Iran we had been so intensely focused on our day-to-day survival and building a life in the new country, that we
had not taken a moment to stop and smell the roses as they say in America! This was a good opportunity for us to
shower our youngest with a bit more attention, which he deserved, and find our rightful social standing among our
new friends and start enjoying life. There were two things I needed to do for Omid’s bar mitzvah. One was finding the
proper Jewish training and second was planning a formal reception to celebrate the occasion.

To start, I enrolled him in Hebrew classes at a prominent American synagogue that some of our friends’ children
attended. This required a visit with the rabbi. I was excited to finally get a chance to connect with the American
Jewish community. During the interview we spoke to him about our background in work and education.

“You are seculars.” The rabbi commented.

I was not sure what he meant. In Iran we only had one category of Jews. We were all just Jewish. Trying not to be
affronted, I took the opportunity to share with him something that genuinely concerned me: “With the mass
immigration of Jews out of Iran, there are many Torahs abandoned in deserted synagogues. Is there a way to retrieve
them?” The rabbi looked bored. “I don’t meddle in politics.” He turned to Omid and told him the requirements for
attending the temple regularly while studying for his bar mitzvah. As a family we were required to become members
of the temple for the two years leading to the ceremony. The membership was costly for our budget, but I welcomed a
chance to make new friends.

As new members, we were invited to a Shabbat dinner which took place at the synagogue’s banquet hall. Everything
looked magnificent. The chairs had a satin champagne color cover with a big organza bow in the back. The tablecloths
and napkins matched the chair covers. The sparkling glasses shimmering under the lights of the chandeliers, and the
floral arrangement in soft white and beige vases in the middle of the table created an elegant look. The main dish
consisted of a Cornish hen on each plate, stuffed with wild rice, and covered by white sauce surrounded by a few stalks
of carrot and asparagus. I did not know the name of this dish, but it looked elegant and classy, and tasted delicious.

Later, when talking to the temple’s caterer, I knew exactly what I wanted to order for our reception.

Not really listening to my inquiries, the big-bellied man with a red face, shining with sweat, wearing a red knit skull
cap, looked at me slyly: “You say you are a teacher, eh?” He said in an unfriendly tone. I nodded. “And you are Iranian,
eh?” I felt he was sizing me up to decide whether to treat me.

Then he sighed: “I know what all Iranians want.”

“T don’t want what all Iranians want.”

He shoved a menu full of names of unfamiliar dishes, most of which I could not even pronounce, toward me.

I pushed the menu back: “All I want is a party just like the one you did for the Shabbat dinner for new members.”

He showed me a list of prices for the entrees, flowers, and heavy American-style desserts. I asked for a contract, and
he handed me something that I could not make heads or tails of, but I kept face, did not ask further questions, and
signed it. A book I had read about how to do a bar mitzvah suggested a visit to one of the caterer’s events to see if you
liked it. I asked to attend one of his events, but he aggressively cut me short and refused. As this caterer had exclusive
rights to every event at this temple, I had no other choice, and he knew it. For the first time in a long while I felt
alone, with no one to help or guide me. Benny was busy at work, and even if he had any time, he did not have any
more experience than I did. Looking back, I think I probably could have asked our friends, but I was too shy to admit
to my lack of experience.

“You take care of the entree, and we will take care of the florist and the dessert. We prefer fruit for dessert.” I finally
said and he gave me a list of fruits to buy.

The next day, I had an appointment with the rabbi to go over all the details. Omid was sharing the pulpit with the
son of another member. When I went to see the rabbi, the mother of the other boy was there as well. The rabbi and
the woman kept talking as if I were not in the room. The woman explained she was serving lunch after the service
and wanted to know what to do about uninvited guests walking in after the morning services. She glanced at me, and
the rabbi suggested she have someone who knows her guests stand at the door, pretending to give out kippahs.

“This way he can explain to outsiders that yours is a private party.”

To this day, I kick myself for not speaking up and telling them that I had a big party at our own home to which all my
guests were invited after the morning service at the temple, and none of my guests would wander off to her party.

Saturday morning went well. I was proud of the way my son had studied his torah portion and the way he interpreted

the segments. I was supposed to give a three-minute speech. The temple librarian had advised me to pick a memory
from our photo albums. No need. There was an image engraved in my mind forever.
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“Today, watching you pass through this milestone in your life journey, I remember a different journey, escaping from
our ancestral country of Iran in the dead of night, carrying you in my arms as a toddler. Just like our ancestors going
through the exodus from Egypt carrying the tabernacle.”

When my speech ended, the Iranians in the audience clapped. I could tell that the rabbi was not pleased with this
interruption. When shaking our hands, his grip was cold and limp, merely touching the tip of my fingers.

On Sunday, the day of the reception, I was in for some surprises. Early in the morning, my florist called from the
temple.

“There are no chair covers, and the caterer is not allowing me to arrange the flowers on each table.”

Shortly after that I got a call from my sister who had flown from Chicago to attend our event. “I won’t be able to stay
for the reception. My flight back is this morning.” My objection received a cold response.

“This is not Iran. Don’t expect people to leave everything to attend your event. You need to learn to respect ‘distance’
and ‘space.”

I rushed to the temple as soon as my hair was done. When I asked the caterer about the fancy chair covers, he said
they cost extra, and you did not specifically request them. He had not mentioned this to me at our meeting.

“Ok. We will pay for the difference.”

“No. Too late.”

When the party started, I was surprised that the caterer served some authentic Persian rice and stew as a starter. I

saw this as a nice touch but was horrified when I saw he used big fat barbequed chicken pieces for the entree. When
I asked why, he repeated that he knew what all those Iranians liked.

Suddenly I heard Omid’s voice from the speakers inviting his grandparents to join him in lighting the first candle.
Standing on that podium, he seemed to have grown taller in two days. He looked radiant and happy. The guests were
clapping and ululating. Maybe the party was not as bad as I thought.

When it came to serving the dessert, I noticed there were no plates or cutlery next to the fruit platters. I asked the
caterer to bring some, and he shot back: “They don’t need it. They have eaten a lot already.”
Then he stopped the music, and the guests gradually filed out.

I was furious. I was done with being constantly labeled and categorized. In Iran they stopped me from thinking,
talking, moving, dressing, and breathing because I was a woman; I could not travel freely because I was a Jew; the
rabbi was rude to me because I was secular; the caterer had been rude and aggressive because I was an Iranian; and
my sister refused to stay for the reception because I was a newcomer and did not know all the American ways. I was
red in the face and had an urge to scream, to shove the caterer back, find the kitchen and bring in plates and cutlery.
In that moment, the caterer personified all the atrocities that I had kept on pushing back for so long.

A week later, in a teachers’ meeting, I stood up to make a comment, and what came out of my mouth was some strange
incoherent sound. I tried again and could not bring out any words. I had lost my voice. It took years of speech therapy
and counseling before I was able to clearly see what mattered most. Eventually the caterer and all those others lost
their menacing presence for me. They were all just a bunch of little people. In this new-found clarity, I did not worry
about any of the labels that were bestowed on me. Yes, I was all of that. I was a woman, Jewish, Iranian, and an
immigrant. And yet, I realized I was much more. I was also a loving mother and wife who had safely and lovingly
guarded her family through the perils of a war with no bomb shelters and had kept them safe through our life’s
journey. We were here now. We were safe. We had made it. I did not need my sister or the American Jews to make
me feel safe. We could protect ourselves. Our children who were all thriving were our tabernacle, our identity, our
future, standing tall and moving forward.

Looking back at the bar mitzvah, I can’t stop smiling. A few years later, this rabbi officiated my older son’s wedding.
They wanted an American rabbi, and someone recommended him. Now, nearly thirty years after the bar mitzvah, the
synagogue has had three Iranian presidents and enjoys a vast Iranian congregation. People clap all the time during
services when the bar/bat mitzvah person recites the prayers. Our immigrant community is now an active part of the
canvas of Los Angeles.

*Haideh Herbert-Aynehchi holds an MA in English literature from Tehran University, and MS in counseling from CSULA and has
worked as an educator and counselor in different capacities. Her short stories have been performed by The Braid on stage, and her
memoir Stranger in My Land is awaiting publication.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Sound of Immigration
Arash Behtash*

I graduated from Tehran University in 1995 with a bachelor’s degree in computer science. Going to school as a hearing-
impaired person was not easy back then since there were no services for the deaf and hard of hearing students. There
were no sign language interpreters or note takers or any modern equipment to help the deaf and hard of hearing
individuals communicate with hearing people, so I had to depend on my parents a lot. Even though life in Iran had
its own hardships, I believe this was the main reason that my parents felt I would have a better and more fulfilling
and independent life if I immigrated to the United States.

I moved to Los Angeles in 2002 to be close to my siblings. As a new immigrant, I had problems understanding what
people were saying since I had to read lips and English was my second language. Although I had taken English courses
at a private institute in Tehran, it was still a big challenge for me to learn how to read lips in English and understand
people when they talked to me. I also had difficulty with pronunciation since I was hard of hearing, but my wonderful
sister helped me all the time.

Meanwhile I had to adjust to new environments and experiences such as learning timetables in bus stations, how to
pay fares, where to go for grocery shopping, how to get to some shopping centers, where to pay rent/utilities, etc.

I took some classes at different colleges and realized they provided many good services for deaf and hard of hearing
students such as note takers, which helped me a lot in understanding what the teachers said in the classrooms. Back
in Tehran, I used to sit in the front row to read lips and would make copies of my classmates’ notes after each class.

Finding friends and trying to fit in the new community had its own challenges. I was new here and I felt lonely, but I
reminded myself that it would be for a short time, so I didn’t let it make me feel depressed or isolated. I decided that
the best way to find friends was to put aside my shyness and join in different activities. I started going out, dancing
at clubs, drinking at the bars, dining at the restaurants to learn more about the people, foods, and culture.

I started working for a small business in IT and learned how to communicate with my colleagues by going out together
for lunch and joining in company events. The job itself was a big challenge for me as well, because it was sometimes
hard for me to understand what they asked me or wanted me to do. Little by little we were able to come up with ways
to make communication easier. Any time I couldn’t understand what they told me, I would ask them to send me an
email or chat with me using the company’s messenger app.

One of the harder parts of my immigration was feeling homesick. I missed my parents, family, and friends. The
friendships I had back in Tehran were very different compared to the ones here. Since I was not familiar with the
culture, it took a long time for me to make friends and learn how to communicate with people. There was a vast
difference, but I tried to emphasize all the things that we had in common. My parents missed me too, but they were

happy and believed that the move was the best thing for me. They made sure to never make me feel guilty or sad for
leaving them and did a very good job of hiding their own feelings of sadness about not having me around. The fact
that my siblings were here was a big help to me. I talked to them all the time and they were always there to lend a
helping hand when things became too challenging. They were always loving and patient as they helped me navigate

different issues, such as leasing a car, getting insurance, paying taxes, opening bank accounts, etc.

In 2005, my parents came for a visit. I was so happy that our family was together for the first time since the 1979
revolution in Iran. We were able to celebrate Thanksgiving as a family and it was such a great feeling to be with them.
Soon my parents were able to get their Green Card and decided to come and stay with me. This time I was the one
who knew his way around and was able to take care of them. I oversaw getting health insurance for them and drove
them to their appointments. The new situation was a big challenge for all of us. They had a hard time adjusting to the
new environment and I was happy to share my experiences with them. This time I was the one who showed them how
to use the bus system and pay the fares, how to order food at restaurants and get around the neighborhood.

Sometimes I think about my life back in Tehran surrounded by my cousins, neighbors, and friends. I remember how
happy I was around them, talking in my native language, telling jokes, eating delicious Persian food, and celebrating
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birthdays. But I believe I am also happy now in a different way, being more independent, being able to do things that
I couldn’t do before because of the advanced technology that is available to me and those like me in this country.
Among so many other services, one of the most important is the relay service, which provides speech-to-text for deaf
and hard of hearing people when they call anywhere in the USA. Deaf and hard of hearing people in Iran can now
communicate via text and social media using anti-filters. This is great for them, but not enough since they still need
help calling government offices, insurance companies, hospitals, medical centers, etc.

Here in the U.S., there are many services free of charge for those who need it to better communicate with others and
live a more fulfilling life. There were no note takers or interpreters at schools in Iran, the teachers or professors didn’t
know how difficult it was for me or others like me to hear what they said in class. But here when I took college courses,
they provided me with note takers and teachers or professors who understood and appreciated what I was going
through. They always made sure I understood everything they taught in class, and that I didn’t miss anything. That
meant a lot to me.

Today as a U.S. citizen I feel a great responsibility toward all those new Iranian immigrants who might be facing the
same challenges as my own. I think it is my duty to share my experiences with them and guide them in any way that
would help them deal with their problems and hopefully make their transition easier. I hope I can help them adjust
to the new environment, culture, and society easier and overcome their challenges.

*Arash Behtash holds a bachelor’s degree in Computer Science from Tehran University. He has worked for a California based IT
company for the past 20 years.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Words Breathe
By Alaleh Kamran*

Words breathe. They are alive. Conceived in the deepest troves of my heart, they come to life with each heartbeat, and
gain strength as they slowly move up to my lips. And I slowly bat my eyes and try to maintain composure...

Born on my tongue, words take flight while my tears irrigate my soul. Tonight, my thoughts rebel. I cannot contain
their movements. Like wildfire, the flickers burn the dried-out recesses of my being. The embers explode in a luminous
cadence and gently descend to settle on stories hiding in the folds of my soul.

My life is composed of rapidly moving snapshots of other peoples' lives, awkwardly choreographed in disjointed
diorama sets, displaying life’s tragedies, adversities, failures, victories, survivals, and successes. The dichotomies
within which I move seamlessly leave me constantly mesmerized, perplexed, and often in pain by the inherent
absurdity of life, the blatant unfairness of destiny, and the normalized incongruity of what we may otherwise believe
to be Karma...

I am today the result of the fateful intersection of politics, geography, and history in 1978 Iran. It was the year of
ABBA, yellow miniskirts, orange and brown giant checkered tops, thick heels, Pink Floyd, the first generation of
Strawberry scented lip gloss, and J Dream of Genie. We were middle school kids at Lycée Razi in Upper Tehran.

We were Jewish, Moslem, Baha'i, Christian, Assyrian, Armenian, and whatnot. And while we were all aware of each
other’s religious identities, our differences were of minimal importance in the school yard, in the classroom, in
friendship circles, or in our conspiratorial ditching of school to go to the local ice-skating rink. Sure, there were
Antisemitic comments by some ignorant ones, as there were derisive comments made against the Armenians, or
Baha'is. But overall, we coexisted in peace, socialized with respect and love, and our doors were open to each other’s
hearts and friendships. The street games of soccer with cheap foreign-made red and white plastic balls did not
differentiate kids based on their religion, but on their ability to control the ball. The invitations to the dance parties,
the “spin the bottle” kickbacks, or the school-ditching skateboarding trips to the park were based on one’s popularity
and not on one’s God or religion.

The winds of revolution ushered in the dark stormy clouds of hatred, division, separation, and discord. With acrimony
filling the air, resentment, differences, and dissonance grew and established roots where beauty and friendship existed
previously. The Cinema Rex movie theater had been set ablaze in the Persian Gulf City of Abadan killing several
hundred on August 19, a mere few days after my birthday that welcomed me into my teens. Tehran was humming
with the rising foam of conflict. The nightly news was alarming: Increasingly, people were demonstrating and chanting
against the Shah. But overall, we all went about our lives with the normalcy of fools. Our chauffeur would show up
every morning. And every morning he’d drive us to our cute little French school where we rolled our R’s and studied

Moliérrrrrre, Rrrrracine, and Baudelairrrrrre.

It was early September 1978, the driver not being available, my 10-year-old brother and I took a taxi to the center of
the city for our weekly piano lesson with Madam Khachaturian, a Russian Iranian conservatory trained pianist who
was dictatorial and unforgiving in the meticulousness of her teachings.

Two hours later, freed from that week’s tyrannical class, we strolled on the wide sidewalks lined with tall poplar trees.
The foliage was slowly turning crimson, gold, and a thousand hues of amber, sepia, and russet. Pahlavi Boulevard
was abuzz with pedestrians, the sound of cars, and trucks; music blasting from here, someone shouting from there,
drowned by the cacophony of blaring horns of impatient drivers stuck into the morass that had now become an
impossible traffic jam.

In a split second, in what resembled a slow-motion movie, large crowds of people rushed from behind my brother and
me, frantically running away from us! More and more were now ahead of us, all running as fast as they could, as if
getting away from Godzilla! I turned to look back. And there they were. Rolling behind us. Rolling towards us. The
tanks. Giant. Green, like the color of war. Imposing, like the feeling of threat. And soldiers, with their machine guns,
neither facing the sky, nor directly aiming at us, but held with both hands ready to shoot at any moment.

Instinct took over. I grabbed my brother and bolted. We were running. I don’t know to where. I don’t know how long
it took us to get out of there. I don’t know how I made it home. I do remember a single brown shoe left behind on that
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chaotic sidewalk. I don’t remember much of that day or the details of the days that followed. I do remember that
within days, on September 8, 1978, the clash between the protesters and government forces resulted in dozens of
deaths and recorded itself in history as Black Friday in Jaleh Square.

Less than a month later, on November 5, Tehran was set ablaze and burnt from north to south and east to west. Black
smoke was rising into the air. Cars were set on fire. Banks were burning. Hell had unleashed its fury unto us. Schools
had abruptly closed a few days earlier with no indication as to when they’d reopen. The radio was reporting the
movements of the masses on the streets, the unrest, the revolt. A revolution was being unleashed right before my
eyes, a happy teenager whose childhood hitherto had been filled with awesome memories of Barbies, coordinated
outfits, tennis, ski and swim lessons, and extended European vacations.

I went to the kitchen where the radio was transmitting the details of the carnage on the streets while blasting the
chants of thousands of protesters: “Why are people in the streets, Mom?” “Because they’re not happy with what’s
taking place politically.” “But why are they in the streets? Isn’t there a better way to discuss their dissatisfaction
than to burn the city?” “Mardom vakil nadarand, mardom seda nadarand. (The masses do not have representatives;

the people do not have a voice.)”

My immature mind wandered away from the radio. How do people not have a voice? Why would they not be heard?
How does one talk to the government? Who is the government? Who decides who is the government? The only thought
whirling in my head was I wanted to be that voice. I wanted to be that Vakil. I wanted to be that agent of change, the
instrument of resolution, the vessel for harmony. Up until then, to me, there existed only one natural system of
Governance: Khoda, Shah, Mihan (God, King, Country).

As I was running around in the hallways of my own bewildered and suddenly awakened mind, the radio fell silent. It
was on, but nothing was emanating from it. Everyone present in the kitchen turned around and looked at the radio
as if a ghost were to appear.

The Shah came on. He spoke, in his fatherly voice. Stern, grave, concerned, and defeated. He said: “I have heard the
voice of your Revolution (Sedayeh enghelaabeh shoma raa shenidam).”

The rest of the sentence faded in the background. All I could see and hear was the deep frown on my Mom’s eyebrows
and her reaction of: “Ey vayeh man (woe unto me)”...

In that one fateful moment, in a moment frozen in time, all that was outside of my power and control gelled into a
magnificent force that cast my future and set my path for the next however many years it is that I will live. How
powerless and insignificant we are in the face of the most formidable events that have nothing to do with us, and yet
manage to imprint on us for life.

Within three days, my mom, my younger brothers, including the one-year-old, and I left the country. My father stayed
behind. My older sister was already in boarding school in Switzerland. We left, with only one suitcase, without saying
goodbye to our school friends or exchanging phone numbers. Not knowing that this was a one-way ticket, I left
everything behind: my books, my music tapes, my diary, my toys, my life, my childhood, my past, and my innocence.

With time, some left, others stayed. Some were imprisoned, others summarily executed. Some lost it all, some gained
more than they ever had or would have had otherwise. Each of us was affected one way or the other, a portion of our
soul ripped from its core, ripped from the whole, ripped from its center.

My journey and my family’s obligatory exile from the motherland mapped itself from Iran to Israel and eventually to
Fresno, Sacramento, and Los Angeles. My search for my identity as an Iranian American Jew, as an immigrant, as a
refugee, as a woman, as a religious minority, as a despised “hostage taking Eyranian,” dragged me through philosophy
and political theory classes. From Kant to Rousseau, from Plato to Marcuse, from Jung to Freud, from Machiavelli to
Marsx, I searched for the truth or whatever that ridiculous and illusive concept has proved itself to be, for the answers,
for a salve to heal the shredded soul that remains when one is torn from one’s land, one’s country, and one’s identity.

My anger towards this loss of identity became the fuel for my political activism. From anti-nuclear sit-ins, to working
for an assemblyman, to becoming President of Hillel, from being drafted as a campus representative of the American
Israeli Public Affairs Committee, ZOA or AZYF, to getting death threats behind the cafeteria walls from militant PLO
activists, and appearing on the local TV and newspapers, I tried all platforms to prove and establish my identity as
an Iranian American Jewish Refugee. The answers were elusive.
I was an Iranian. I was an American. I was a Jew. I was a Woman.
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I wanted to help build a better world; to create peace and harmony. I wanted to bridge the gap that divided us. I
wanted to heal. I wanted to belong. I wanted to be part of the whole, and not just a broken fragment of a bygone land
of silk and carpets, the land of caviar and Caspian Sea, of Persepolis and snow-capped Damavand.

I was intent on becoming an attorney. My all-consuming goal was to become that voice of freedom, of life, liberty, and
the pursuit of happiness. I had decided that in order to fulfill my dreams and aspirations, I would have to establish
my own footprint and find my own voice. Thus, I made the painful, unequivocal decision to no longer live under my
father’s rule and roof. Freedom and independence started with ME, my body, and my agency.

Against my dad’s wishes and my mom’s silence, at the age of 21, I moved out to start life on my own terms, moving to
another city, far from home, broke and alone, to a place I knew no one, but free from all rules and constraints, from
all dictates, limitations, and mandates. My goals and ambitions for the future kept me up at night in sheer excitement.
When I discussed my five-year and ten-year plans, my voice would tremble with excitement. I had dreams of politics.
I wanted to go to Washington D.C. I wanted to join something global. I qualified as a finalist for an internship at the
United Nations. I wanted to be a part, no matter how small, of the greater piece. But as the old cliché goes, life makes
its own plans while you are making plans for life. My internship at the United Nations was rescinded for reasons I
will never know.

A rapid sequence of events including my loneliness in a town several hundred miles away from my family, my absolute
stubbornness to not admit weakness and need, my resolve to cut my umbilical cord from my parents, compounded by
back-to-back health issues, all resulted in my being hauled into the Dean’s office where, after scrutinizing my grades
in disdain, he pursed his lips and looked over his glasses at me and declared:

“Can't you read the writing on the wall? Can't you see the law is not for you? You'll never pass the Bar.”

Transfixed on my sandals, observing my sweat drenched toes, I was unable to bring up my head. Frozen in this state,
I kept peeling the skin around my nails until they were bleeding. My right knee was shaking nervously when I felt
the warm taste of blood in my mouth. I had been biting into my lip to stop myself from throwing up. The tirade was
relentless. Wheelchair bound, this venom-spewing-evil-incarnate, was executing my soul. The words he spit out so
callously, managed to etch themselves in every nook and cranny of my psyche and have since echoed in my head a
million times.

“No one will ever give you a job!! Why don't you drop out of law school now, while you're ahead of the game.” How
could an old man facing death be so heartless??

And thus, in the early days of Spring 1989, defeated, broken, and crushed, a month before the end of my second year
of law school, discouraged, kicked down, beaten to the ground, bloodied up and humiliated like someone dropped on
the side of the road, suicidal, and heavily loaded up by student loans, I dropped out of McGeorge School of Law.

Inolonger knew who I was. My identity, my dreams, my vision for the future, all that I had been and all that I wanted
to become had been wrenched from me. He had broken me, and pulled out my soul, shredding it to pieces on the shards
of what debris remained on the inside. An absolute loss of identity, a stripping of purpose, a gigantic void and chasm
had opened its mouth and devoured me. I dropped out without telling anyone, sitting in my apartment for two months,
wondering if there was any purpose left to my life.

In the last thirty some odd years, every time I have come face-to-face with a challenge and I thought I was going to
lose, every time I have prevailed and survived, every time I have gotten knocked out of the game, and pulled myself
up by the bootstraps and gotten back in the game, in my head, in my mind, in the deepest crevices of my fears, I have
relived those annihilating words of Dean Gordon Schaber.

I now understand that trauma can develop over time. For some, trauma may be a bullet to the soul. One event, bull’s-
eye, leaving a wide gaping wound which is easily recognizable and yet not so easy to heal. For others, and for me in
particular, the trauma was served in small increments, over time, bit by bit, like water droplets that run over a stone,
polishing it over time and carving it to accommodate a smoother passage of life.

I did pass the bar. I did become an attorney. I did not need anyone to give me a job.

*Alaleh Kamran is an attorney by day but deep down, she has a passion for writing and a thirst for the exploration of life’s purpose.
She channels her courtroom experiences by crafting narratives inspired by the tragedies and triumphant life stories of her clients.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Sun
By Elham ASL*

They say life is like a university, but to me, immigration is something beyond that, leading you down the path of self-
discovery. Of course, my experience is that of an individual immigrant rather than a group or family. When you travel
alone and completely let go of all your attachments and familiarities, stepping into an unknown path, you even have
a hard time making sense of the first days and months. More than anything else it is as if you have stepped into a
world of pure confusion and disorientation. There are a myriad of novelties waiting for you in this strange environment
and the only thing that decreases the intense stress and anxiety of these foreign experiences is if you have an
adventurous nature and enjoy exploring and are eager to better yourself.

The thought and action of traveling to a new country like the United States terrified me. But somehow all my anxieties
vanished upon my arrival. I was amazed and speechless by the magical mixture of cleanliness, natural beauty, and
vibrant colors that defined each city. With each passing day I realized more and more the differences between where
I am and where I had come from. The most refreshing thing for me, which I had never experienced to this extent
before, was the feeling of being human and the respect for individual existence and personal boundaries. These truths
are not easily digestible, and understanding comes only after deep reflection and acceptance. Another challenge was
getting used to the radical internal transformation resulting from the novelty of this new environment and gaining
an understanding of its stark cultural differences compared to my own country. Here, in this new country, people are
goal-oriented and strive for a better future. Aspiring to these characteristics is of course twice as hard for an
immigrant, but not out of reach. Like many other immigrants, I was intent on finding my life path, and for me the
first step toward that goal was going back to school. Signing up for college and taking classes gave me the opportunity
to better my English language skills and continue my studies.

It was a shock when all the universities that I applied to told me that most of the classes I had passed in the university
in Iran toward getting my bachelor’s degree were not transferable. After a lot of research and help from different
school counselors I realized that the only way for me to continue my education would be to start from scratch. This
was a hard choice to make but I decided to start from the beginning and go forward. This meant going back to the first
year of college as if I had just graduated high school. Although the rigorous way the educational system engaged the
students in learning throughout the semester was very hard to get used to, it provided an opportunity for immigrants
like myself who were not fluent in the English language to catch up. Also, the encouragement that students received
from all the professors and teachers and the way they supported and helped increased my motivation to do better and
succeed. Even though with lots of planning and effort I was still not able to achieve my goal of receiving a bachelor's

degree in project management, I did achieve my primary goal and entered the field of construction and started to
work. During my working years, I took many training courses and became proficient in my work through experience.
One of the hardest challenges for me was going to school and trying to work full-time since the construction
management work schedules always conflicted with all class schedules, and the student stipend alone did not cover
my living expenses. Of course, as one gets older, thousands of questions and mental concerns arise, leaving no solution
other than making difficult decisions.

After leaving the university, I was able to focus on building the basic foundations of my life, such as my future career
path, steady income, a safe and comfortable place to live, and finding people who would eventually become part of my
new circle of friends and eventually my new family. At the same time, I tried to encourage my Iranian family, who
were eager to immigrate to America, to learn English and prepare for this major transition. For almost a whole year
I tried to encourage my mother and brother to learn English in any way possible so they could join me in the United

States, but all my suggestions fell on deaf ears. Unfortunately, even those who are closest to you prefer to see you
from a distance and believe their own ideas of what life is like for you without ever trying to understand your reality.
As family and friends who still lived in Iran observed, I earned my living in dollars, so I must be wealthy and able to
support them all without them having to put in any effort. It is heartbreaking to realize how distance, time, and
geography separates people in every way. But immigration is a personal decision, and all its responsibilities lie on the
individual's shoulders, not others'. People can lend each other a hand for a while in order to manage life, but the
undeniable truth is that nothing is possible without an individual's own personal effort.

Over time I realized that my life path had strayed far from that of my family in Iran, and there might never be an

intersection point in our future. The only thought that will always be with me is the wish for their happiness, and

even that inner feeling of happiness is our personal choice. Learning and coming to terms with this truth was by far

the hardest and most painful part of immigration for me. It shattered all the definitions of life, family, and love that
68



Our Immigrant Stories

I was taught and carried within me. All the cultural and familial meaning that in my mind was given to family, blood
ties, relatives, mother, brother, me, and the relationships between them shifted. This period of emotional hardship
and reflection may have lasted only a few months, but it resulted in a major life transformation for me. We humans

are not confined to the words and definitions passed down from generation to generation. With each bar that you
break in the cage you have been placed in, you will keep flying higher and higher.

And to my younger self, I would write:
Believe in yourself and get ready for a journey filled with the essence of life and new experiences. The end of the road
is the same, but the enjoyment of the journey is in your hands.

* Elham ASL boasts over 17 years of experience in graphic design. She works as a site supervisor on construction projects.
Ultimately, Elham dreams of designing and building her own home.

English Translation from Persian: Author

69






L Gl slaplivly

Apidygs

Jeol algll :aiisgs

S35 Ci32lge 05l sidiy Wgawseo uwlidizgs 3 1y o5 Sszlge o ol 515513 S3a> C2lge pskis a3 Lel il sEESs Sy S35 Eeo
dingas 51380 b diSLdl peuws a3 b 9 iiSun Cows SIS 4 Culs didlidh 9 Ol plod 1 5 iseo shuw el 4 S LiBg EiSko Cusuo
Jal 31 didl s Lee Cilpas 4 b 055 Lo 9 338> hauno 1 528 5 S8 pus S sidngy 958 Cagssl Gisl 4y b Jol S ole o s,

AiSao J135 3l sigs b G 9 (Ol @y |y Sl gl ipusiwl b Blibl Gi5Ls 9 Gis>bale

Wb g plesl Gg2 iy Gu 5l s GAWILS ol plad 3959 waxo g Lol 63 93 SliwwssS sleany o Shas Basol Jio 333> 5988 S @y b0

4 Cgz 9 Cubls S50 palss 45 (S3ez Gasiadny «CawlnS Laigl 9 03393 1S Lo pasogies 056 Codiilos aS o5 50 .58 saxia |y oo plii 9 Ky
933395 Euan JyBB dud S lgisl 393 090 pus> @ pliinl 9 (5359 Cudgg @y pliinl (393 Hlusl > (p3g9 8355 (bl @y 325 Cusawrg (3l
i sd Cglas dhauwlgs 3953 Sdgas 9 Blibl o 1 850595 Slat 325 S SUS 53 . ALBS Glisady 9 Buac 565 6 Sy3 (loj Lo 9 it
9 S3p 4alisg 52y S0 il Sly 9 Aiaaad 3iadsm by Gl e 3302 50 53 dxigl 393 293 BB @i 5E33 Ceruols Sy palsl Jxo souleS by apas
B 2358 2w 53 Olszlge edmy Jio @b o« puisins Sl 595 Lol o3 93 snlgs Caclido GG (nal s2lgo Sy (Sl 4S Silay aiiSen i
O yiding |y a1 Gl 5 pieasilaion oESLS Sla GudlS Basb 51399 8L 4y 5295 spge sl Slis pad Gudal 9 i g |y al B35 saano
&hio Sls B pssS Jluwyl oGy b 5l dbgy 3o Hlojlus a3 3l sl s el plus B8 Sya0 aS pyls b @y .oy Juaxi dslsl g pis
SaS b oalily ool Joib Jisst o Gluass Slb a>ls siduy oS pad dagio il wls> Cdlys jl Ay 0iS o3liiwl oI 51 Gaolidyls

93 590 Cawls 1L b Cadeaws aSil b L399 snlgs ;338 ?_9);2: laisl 51 Juwaxs dolsl Slys ol lgis pads d>gio (345 9 WG 5olins I (28,8
i (GBS Gl o @l 55T GudlS o5 83l Y5 s S gosds BIEESIS as 3959 3L e 51 s ¢ Jsl 51 0593 08,8 pronai
Sl 55 3 Ialeo dS 30 92 Lils>lae Sl Gisb 5l 9 33See a3 Olies plad 53 385k a4y Jodio |y Hlisxiils Lids sob 4y Lluaxs
3l 53 Aiag ol 03Kl &yadd sy Cuely B39dS b L 9 Sadie Jbs SS9 olron sl 5l yohivan 3lase Juass dolsl Cunsd a539.6
4258l oy aulidnlS ghie 3)lg «ilaislus 8505 Cuassen didsy Sl 9 a3l Iy palias 99 1380 LI 9 S33y dalisg by p3sS =aw Hligs
Olig3 530358 S a3 gty 9 padhs Silw Hlaidlw L 39 9 pasw) pl Glool Ban 4y Lol ailo plod dows «p3g> diwled ay (Sya0 Cdlyys
033 9 O35S 518 ¢ Cedils 5158 G bl saw 534S oge sles GIIL> A aslS Ay baluso (352 B9 dy 9 p33LAS |y S35 dsigel S 893 (518
89 Slawai Iy L5855 Sy disin BLaS alais dy Lygxdiils Bods g «uddls J5185 by odlS doliss b Hloislus (5418 doliys .5 99 Glojad Hasle>
ilo a3 S35 praal 32> Sl 0sl> dS adise Jl> Jolids (5558 dfats o Jlow 51n Sl 39500 533U es

90>ly 9 ol CoigSuw Jxo «wuli salys il o3yl Ll sune Gozad al GB35 Lalsisl b ol il So5 51 1y p3Ssad 08 GLs S35 51 a2y
Os2>lge @y Glidee aS sy @ilisl 03193 B p358 (it Glojon P."u'bl.\f 23348 41,8 PXCXC Y X1 PHESSTSVR TIPTRN| HR PRy S¥ KPR LY Sals8l yas8 lag
9330 0. dS (5920 3b 43 B 2358 i Jlos Sy 393> 0iS sy pranas ol Slas s 83lel g e uand Sl G5 819> s B39 (ai399 sl @y
33w 333 3 Oe 4S 33399 39l Ol 5 15358 oo 2B Lds 593 1 e aS ileusS diliawlio .3 93 dzeis 3 Lol @iS B394k b5 Lisigel a1y assls
339 393 D93 31 il Cedalune plal dS Cuwsl uaids pranad Sy C32lga Lol .S Cula> |y Lgil @los oo 9 it Joaio alsslis pssfsn
BBl (o 535 LSl (S3u2 (5358 LI oy dS Cudigdi> oyl 9 ALS Bylal Iy BG5Sy U aidage b Cowwsd 4y Caawsd 33165503 @5 Cas]
o3l 33 1 LA ahds T ailawlio 9 «Ceawl 0 59 slens Glaal 53 pl 8 S5 51 o OS5 srano aS P axgio Yloj sose 4y Cuwl LSS

9 0035853y Caais> Gl 52855 3L o338 SRl S el didl aS 393 Hlinlys 5399 3Lis S5l Sile psaw 53 dS (5558 g5 35185 3929 laglys
o 305 ke ¢ Jxald (e3> Kiuuly 031gls i s 9y 5 515 pind Sl a5l iyl alad o2 b3 99 Be St Sslae iy 3 Sbsys
caylei o GlolS dy 39am0 Glusl aSil .ol olson ay alsy (33> dou Lol S Job dlo aiz 3l Gligs Gl laisl ples Gy bLSsl o
eaangBly Hlizead Slosy Sl b (Gisin [y Gud Gl Sl 0355 4S 051551 Hlad dy . Cownd Juad a3 Jua 1 03y Jiiiin

WCadngs el asiile> 395> a9
FRRPPIPS] FURUR) [ RVPES PN PRCANRLIRY PR S | JPV- Y WY RVECYY PRTRES PR TG JRWERS | SR IRREIOY, PP Rt 2.1 ERY FRUTvE P
gl o liws

71



Our Immigrant Stories

Fragile as a Snail
By Emil Ahangarzadeh*

In the intricate dance of life, where every step marks a shift in rhythm, every turn a new chapter, the concept of
identity often emerges as both anchor and sail. For immigrants, this dance is set to a particularly complex score, one

that demands a constant negotiation between the past and the present, the self and the other. My journey, stretching
from Iran's rich cultural tapestry to America's diverse landscapes, embodies this negotiation. It is a narrative steeped
in the themes of immigration, adaptation, and the transformative power of storytelling, all of which converge in the
metaphor of the "mask" or "persona."

This narrative explores the dynamic layers of identity influenced by the masks we wear—whether imposed by
circumstances or chosen for survival—shaping both our individual paths and our collective human experience. It delves
into the ancient concept of "persona," originally masks worn by actors in Greek and Roman theaters to project their
voices through characters. Similarly, life's challenges have compelled me to adopt various personas, each a medium
for navigating new realities and connecting with others. From whispering goodbye to my homeland and navigating the
uncertainties of a new life in America, to assuming roles as an artist, educator, and partner, these personas have
facilitated communication and understanding in my journey of adaptation.

Early Life and Immigration
(The scene is set in a dimly lit room, packed suitcases scattered around. A Young Emil, wide-eyed and curious, sits on
the edge of a bed. Across from him, his mother and father exchange glances, a mix of excitement and apprehension on
their faces.)

Young Emil: (With a mix of sleepiness and excitement) Are we really going on a trip?
Mother: Yes, my dear. A very long trip to a new home far away.
Father: (Nods, trying to inject cheerfulness into his voice) We're going to fly high above the clouds. Have you ever
imagined flying, son?
Young Emil: (Eyes lighting up) Like Superman? Will we see other countries?
Mother: (Smiling, but with a hint of sadness) Yes, like Superman. And yes, we'll fly over many places to reach our new
home in America.
Young Emil: Why America, Baba?
Father: (Sighs, searching for words) America is a land of opportunities, where we can start anew. It's for our future,
for you and your brother.
Young Emil: (Frowning) But what about my friends? Armond and Artin? Will they come too?
Mother: (Gently) No, my love. We must say goodbye to them, but we'll make new friends. You'll see.
Young Emil: (Struggling to understand) And our home? Our toys?
Father: (Firmly, but with warmth) We can't take everything, but we'll have what we need. And we'll build a new home.
Together.
Young Emil: (Nodding, still unsure) Will it be like here? Will I go to school? Will people speak like us?
Mother: (Caressing his hair) Things will be different, but you're brave and smart. You'll learn and adapt. We all will.
Young Emil: (Suddenly anxious) What if I don't like it there?
Father: (Kneeling to meet his eye level) Then we'll face that together. But I believe you'll find wonders and joy in this
new world.
Mother: (With conviction) And remember, no matter where we are, as long as we're together, we're home.
Young Emil: (Pausing, then with resolve) Okay. I'll be brave for us.
Father: (Proudly) That's my boy.
Mother: Now, let's get some rest. Tomorrow, our adventure begins.

(Young Emil climbs into bed, his parents tucking him in. They exchange worried glances over his head, their faces
reflecting the weight of their decision. The scene fades as they turn off the light, leaving the room in darkness but for
the moonlight streaming through the window.)

(End Scene.)

Our journey to America was not just a physical relocation but a passage through myriad layers of identity, a forced
shedding of the familiar to embrace the unknown. The contrast between the life we left in Iran and what awaited us
in America could not have been starker. Iran, with its rich cultural heritage and the comfort of belonging, contrasted
sharply with America's vast landscapes and diverse tapestry, a land where everything we knew was to be redefined.
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Settling in Texas initially, the landscape's vast openness mirrored our sense of displacement. My father's decision,
influenced by relatives who had previously migrated, placed us in a suburb of Fort Worth—a choice dictated by familial
bonds yet alien to our own understanding of community and home. The Texas heat, the sprawling spaces, and the
cultural milieu were as foreign to us as we were to them. My mother, particularly, felt the discordance acutely, leading
to our subsequent move to Hollywood, California, in search of a semblance of the community and identity we had lost.

In Hollywood, a new chapter of my life began under the dreary skies of a rainy day, setting the stage for an event that
would deeply imprint on me. The night we arrived in California, the ground was wet and slick, glistening with
rainwater. It was during this moment, amidst the palpable tension of entering my uncle’s house for the first time that
I inadvertently stepped on a snail, crushing it beneath my foot. The small, sharp crunch was disproportionately
traumatic, sending a jolt through me that culminated in an unexpected flood of tears. This incident was not merely an
accident but a profound, visceral encounter with loss and displacement. The snail, an innocent creature simply
navigating its moist path, became a poignant symbol of life's fragility and the harsh consequences of actions, however
unintended. It mirrored my own experience as an immigrant child, moving through a new, often hostile environment
where every step felt as uncertain and fraught with potential peril as the one that ended the snail's journey. That
moment of crushing the snail underfoot amidst the remnants of a rainstorm lingered as a powerful reminder of the
delicate balance of existence and the deep impacts of our most inadvertent actions.

Schools in America presented a new set of challenges and learnings. Ramona Elementary School became the arena
where my persona began to take shape in earnest. Here, amidst peers who were as curious about me as I was
bewildered by them, I learned the harsh lessons of difference and belonging. Being one of the few kids not of African
genetic heritage in a predominantly African American school, I encountered ostracization—a feeling compounded by
the language barrier that rendered me an outsider in a world where belonging hinged on the ability to communicate.

Yet, in the caldron of early education, the foundations of my future self were also laid. Through each scuffle, each
misunderstood directive from a teacher, I began to weave the narrative of my identity in America—a narrative marked
by resilience, adaptation, and the continuous quest for understanding. The roles I would come to play, and the personas
I adopted, all found their genesis in these early experiences of displacement and the instinctive human pursuit for
connection.

Reflecting on this phase of my life, I understand now that immigration was not merely a change of geography; it was
an initiation into a life-long journey of navigating the spaces between worlds. The concept of persona, as both shield
and mirror, began to crystallize during this time, offering me a lens through which to view my evolving identity. It
underscored the fluidity of self and the power of narrative in bridging the chasms of culture, language, and place—a
realization that would guide me through the many roles I was yet to assume.

Adaptation and the Formation of Personas
The initial years following our immigration to America were akin to being thrust onto a stage without a script,
compelled to perform in a play whose rules were foreign and whose audience was unfamiliar. This phase of adaptation,
a relentless journey of fitting a square peg into a round hole, became the crucible for forming personas that were to
become my masks, defense mechanisms, and, paradoxically, my means of genuine connection.

Hollywood, with its myriad of stories and dreams, provided fertile ground for the exploration of identity. The diversity
of its populace and the richness of its cultural tapestry allowed for a liberating anonymity. It was here, amid the clash
of cultures and the faces of America, that my understanding of the persona began to take a more defined shape. The
school became a microcosm of the larger societal dynamics, where the nuances of identity, belonging, and adaptation
played out in real-time.

My experiences of otherness transcended cultural and linguistic barriers, extending into social interactions and self-
expression. Being one of the few non-African heritage kids at my school, I had to adeptly navigate racial and ethnic
dynamics, which shaped the personas I adopted and fostered my empathy, observational skills, and narrative
construction to harmonize with my surroundings.

As challenges at school and in social settings mounted, the concept of the persona shifted from a coping mechanism to
a tool of exploration. Each social interaction became a performative act, testing the boundaries of my identity and the
versatility of roles I could assume. This process of adaptation was about more than survival; it was about discovering
diverse ways to connect with others, share stories, and find commonality despite our differences.
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Deepening Engagement with Persona Through Art
In the theater, countless hours of rehearsing diverse roles revealed the paradox of performance: masks uncover truths.
Each part, from tragic to comedic, historic to modern, became a means of self-exploration, blending identity boundaries
on stage. This deep engagement necessitated a dialogue between the roles I played and my true self, especially in the
introspective quiet before performances, where, costumed yet unguarded, I recognized art's power to connect, reveal,
and heal.

Similarly, writing allowed the personas within to express themselves. The solitary nature of writing contrasted with
the communal theater, but retained the essence of exploration. My stories, weaving personal experiences with fictional
characters, became narratives that reflected my quest for belonging and identity.

Reflecting on this, I see that art is fundamentally a self-dialogue, navigating internal landscapes of persona and
identity. It is a journey of discovery, where each creation and performance is a step toward understanding our complex
selves and declaring the truths we embody.

Transition to Education and Rediscovery of Self
As life’s stage subtly shifted, my roles evolved from overt drama to subtle profundity, transitioning from the arts to
education. This new chapter wasn't marked by audience applause, but by the silent nods and realizations in my
students' eyes. Initially, teaching felt like an unscripted stage performance, where my previous personas—the
confident artist, the introspective writer—felt misplaced in an environment governed by lesson plans and academic
goals. However, I soon recognized teaching as its own art form, requiring genuine connection rather than masks.

Transitioning to education also led to a rediscovery of self, moving from a literal stage to a broader one—the stage of
life itself. Here, the personas I adopted were expressions of my true self, focused on genuinely engaging and enriching
young minds. My identity became defined not by the roles I performed but by the impact I made.

In this context, "persona" deepened in meaning, emphasizing that our truest selves emerge not from behind masks,
but through roles that highlight our best qualities like compassion, wisdom, and humility. Education became about
facilitating discovery, revealing new dimensions of both my students and myself. Through this transition, I redefined
myself not as an actor but as an educator, using each persona as a bridge between knowledge and understanding,
shaping lives, including my own.

Marriage and Personal Growth
[The stage is set as a cozy therapist's office. Emil and his wife sit on opposite sides of a couch, tension palpable in the
air. The Therapist sits across from them, poised and attentive.]
Therapist: Let's delve deeper into what's been weighing on your minds lately. Emil, would you like to start?
Emil: [hesitant at first, then with growing intensity] It's about our marriage, about the constant struggle to balance
who we are with who we're supposed to be.
Therapist: [nodding] Go on.
Emil: [gesturing towards his wife] We're drowning in roles—husband, wife, provider, caretaker—while our true selves
get lost in the shuffle.
Wife: [defensively] But those roles are important! They define our relationship, our responsibilities.
Emil: [turning to her] And that's the problem! We've become so focused on fulfilling those roles that we've forgotten
who we are underneath.
Therapist: [calmly] It sounds like there's a conflict between the roles you play and your authentic selves.
Wife: [frustrated] But what are we supposed to do? Just abandon our responsibilities?
Therapist: Not necessarily. It's about finding a balance between fulfilling your roles and staying true to yourselves.
Emil: [emphatically] Exactly! We need to strip away the expectations, the obligations, and rediscover who we are at
our core.
Wife: [tears welling up] But what if we don't like what we find?
Therapist: [compassionately] Facing our true selves can be daunting, but it's also liberating. It allows for growth and
deeper connection.
Emil: [softening] I don't want to lose us in the process. But I also don't want to lose myself.
Therapist: [nodding] It's possible to navigate this journey together, supporting each other as you rediscover yourselves
and your relationship.
Wife: [reaching out to Emil] Can we do that? Can we navigate this together?
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Emil: [taking her hand] Yes, we can. With the help of each other and our therapist, we can find our way back to
ourselves and to each other.

[They share a moment of unity, their resolve strengthened by the guidance of their therapist, as they embark on a
Jjourney of self-discovery within the confines of their marriage.]

Marriage is a revelation—a continuous unfolding of selves between two partners. In this intimate union, I faced my
most profound transformation, where the myriad personas I had adopted throughout my life suddenly seemed out of
place. My partner's quest for authenticity forced me to confront and discard these masks, engaging simply as myself,
unadorned and genuine. Unmasking was a slow and challenging process, involving a journey through insecurities
towards shared truths and mutual understanding. As we gradually peeled away layers and shared vulnerabilities, our
marriage's foundation became stronger and more resilient. This journey taught me that the personas we wear not only
shield us but also act as gateways to deeper connections.

Through marriage's daily negotiations and shared experiences, I learned that growth thrives not in solitude but
through the interplay of love and commitment. This union became a space where the multiplicity of self could be fully
embraced, illustrating that personal evolution is best achieved in continuous dialogue with another's understanding
and acceptance.

Conclusion: The Soliloquy

(A single spotlight illuminates the stage. The figure of Emil stands alone, facing the audience. The setting is intimate,
the mood reflective. Emil takes a deep breath, ready to share the culmination of this journey.)

Emil: (With a voice that carries the weight and wisdom of experiences lived) Here we stand, at the crossroads of
reflection and revelation, where the echoes of countless personas whisper the tales of a journey traversed. Each mask,
each role donned along the winding path of life, has brought me to this moment of clarity, this understanding of self
that transcends the boundaries of culture, language, and expectation.
In the tapestry of my existence, woven with threads of joy and sorrow, of loss and discovery, I have come to see the
beauty of the persona, not as a facade to hide behind, but as a mirror reflecting the myriad facets of the human soul.
These masks, these characters I have embodied—each one has been a stepping stone, a chapter in the grand narrative
of my life.
But what of the self beneath these layers? What of the essence that remains when the curtains fall, and the audience
departs? It is here, in the quietude of the soul's soliloquy, that I find the answer—a whisper of truth that resonates
within the heart.

(Emil's voice softens, imbued with emotion.)
I am the sum of my experiences, a mosaic of identities shaped by the roles I have played, the stories I have lived. Yet,
beneath it all, there is a constancy, a core of being that remains unaltered by the masks we wear. It is this essence,
this unyielding truth of self, that guides us through the labyrinth of life, a beacon of authenticity in a world of ever-
changing roles.

(Looks directly into the audience, a connection forged in shared understanding.)
To you who have walked this path with me, who have seen beyond the masks and glimpsed the soul laid bare, I offer
this soliloquy—not as an end, but as a beginning. For in the revelation of our true selves, in the embrace of our
multifaceted identities, we find not just personal liberation but a bridge to one another, a testament to the shared
journey of humanity.
Let us then cast aside the fear of unveiling, and step into the light of our authentic selves. Let us weave our stories,
our experiences, our truths into the fabric of the world, enriching the tapestry of human existence with the vibrant
hues of our individuality.

(The spotlight dims, but Emil remains illuminated, a figure of resilience and hope.)
For in the end, it is through our personas, through the stories we tell and the characters we embody, that we discover
the infinite possibilities of who we can be—a chorus of voices, each unique, yet harmonizing in the grand symphony of
life.

(Emil takes a step back, the spotlight fading, leaving the stage in darkness, but the echo of the soliloquy lingers, a call
to embrace the authenticity and complexity of our shared human experience.)

*Dr. Emil Ahangarzadeh serves as the Director of Equity, Access, and Family Engagement for Glendale Unified School District.
He writes extensively on his blog The Dottore Chronicles at dottore.substack.com
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Our Immigrant Stories

Finding My Wings
By Catherine Shoushani Shaheri*

The California sunshine in March 1979 felt like a warm embrace after the chill of a Tehran winter. As a newly arrived
Iranian immigrant, I rejoiced in the spring Equinox's potential. It was the first day of Persian New Year and my first
day in school in America. My spirit mirroring the spring’s hopeful bloom. However, the joy of soaring in a new land
was laced with the bittersweet ache of leaving one’s loved home and culture behind. Yet, the American Dream pulsed
strong in my veins, a vibrant counterpoint to the melancholic longing. Aerosmith's anthem "Dream On," became my
personal soundtrack — a constant reminder to chase dreams with unwavering optimism.

This optimism was put to the test on my very first day at school. As a 12-year-old girl, a group of hulking football
players, knowing I was Iranian, surrounded me with hostile energy. One, with a cruel twist of his mouth, spat on me
— a gesture that ripped open a wound from my childhood. Back in Tehran, a year earlier, a boy had spat on me with

similar contempt, branding me as "Filthy Jew." But within me resided the Simorgh, a majestic bird from Persian
mythology, a symbol of positivity and collaboration. Ideology of good thoughts, good words, and good deeds made me
strong. Fueled by its wisdom, I chose not to succumb to anger. Instead, with a calmness that surprised even myself, I
explained my own story, of being a Jewish refugee who found solace in the American ideal of freedom and opportunity.
Confusion washed over the footballers' faces. One, a handsome blonde with a disarming smile, reached into his shirt
and proudly displayed a Star of David necklace, revealing a shared heritage. It was like a ray of sunshine breaking
through a storm cloud. The initial hostility dissipated, replaced by a hesitant camaraderie. The bully, sensing a shift
in power, resorted to a clumsy display of religious performativity, ultimately losing his audience.

This encounter became a turning point. The Simorgh's message became my guiding principle. Kindness and
understanding, not anger, would be my weapons of choice. Throughout school I stood up to bullies, not with aggression,
but with the unwavering love and respect embodied by the mythical bird. I championed the ostracized, defended the
downtrodden. This earned me the respect of my peers, even becoming known as "the Nerd who made Fabiola shut
up!" amongst the Latino students.

As my family grew, I instilled the beautiful philosophy of positivity in my children, weaving the vibrant tapestry of
Norouz, the Persian New Year, into the fabric of our American lives. Sharing this tradition with our community, 1
reveled in the joy of cultural exchange. The aroma of saffron rice and the sound of clinking coins during Norouz rituals
became a bridge, connecting two cultures through the universal language of celebration and hope.

However, after years of relentless optimism, a weariness crept in. The American Dream, initially so exhilarating,
began to feel like a gilded cage, suffocating my spirit. An abusive marriage clipped the wings I had worked so hard to
unfurl. It was a time of profound darkness, a stark contrast to the vibrant optimism I had championed for so long. But
from the ashes of disillusionment emerged a vital realization: true positivity wasn't about ignoring negativity, but
about finding the strength to confront it. It was a time for self-love and forgiveness, not for others, but for me.

Guided by my wise yoga instructor, Emanuela, with her lilting Italian accent, I embarked on a journey of self-
discovery. Tears flowed freely, cleansing me of societal pressure and the crippling doubts I had harbored for far too
long. In that cathartic release, I saw myself anew — not as a victim of circumstance, but as a "beautiful, powerful soul."
The white dove emerging from my chest, a vision during my yoga practice, symbolized peace and a newfound
wholeness.

The Simorgh, the white peacock (a symbol of pride), and even the fierce dragon, a symbol I later discovered, all resided
within me. Life, like a game, offered a spectrum of experiences — light and dark, joy and sorrow. These were not
opposing forces, but rather complementary elements, tools for creating my unique story.

Today, surrounded by the love of my family, I stand triumphant. The spit, the taunts, the challenges — they all shaped
my journey, forging resilience and a deep well of empathy. I am the embodiment of the American Dream, not just for
myself, but for my children and my grandchild. The Simorgh, a beacon of hope, has always soared within me, guiding
me towards dreams and a life filled with love, growth, and unwavering optimism. The journey wasn't always smooth,
but the lessons learned and the wings I unfurled along the way made the flight all the more exhilarating.

*Catherine Shoushani Shaheri holds a BA in English from UCLA. She currently works as a Real Estate Agent and full-time
grandma!
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Understanding Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder
in Immigrant Communities

By: Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is a complex mental health condition that can profoundly impact individuals
who have experienced traumatic events. Within immigrant communities, the prevalence of PTSD is often heightened
due to the unique and often challenging experiences associated with migration. The journey of displacement, charac-
terized by perilous escapes, separation from loved ones, and exposure to violence or persecution, can create profound
trauma. Moreover, acculturative stressors such as language barriers, discrimination, and difficulty adjusting to a new
environment can further compound the risk of PTSD among immigrants. Additionally, individuals may experience
secondary trauma related to the hardships faced by family members or communities left behind in their country of
origin.

PTSD can develop following exposure to a single traumatic event or series of events. These events may involve actual
or threatened death, serious illness or injury, abuse or violence, and grief and loss. Such events often lead to intense
feelings of fear, helplessness, or horror in an individual. Secondary traumatic stress (which is the emotional duress
that results when an individual hears about the firsthand traumatic experiences of others) can also result in PTSD.

Individuals with PTSD may experience a range of symptoms, including:
Flashbacks or recurrent intrusive memories of the traumatic event or nightmares.
Memory lapses.

Disturbances in sleep and/or appetite.

Confused or distorted sense of self.

Inability to control your emotions.

Irritability and outbursts of anger.

Hyperarousal or increased vigilance.

Sadness, depression and constant crying.

Unexplained upset stomach and gastrointestinal issues.

Challenged interpersonal relationships.

Isolation.

Avoidance of certain circumstances/places that are reminders of the trauma.
Drug and/or alcohol abuse.

Chronic negative beliefs about oneself or the world.

Low self-esteem or negative self-perceptions.

Chronic health conditions

Depersonalization, paranoia, disconnection from self or disconnection from reality.
Thoughts of suicide.

Unexplained headaches

Auto-immune conditions

PTSD within immigrant communities is a complicated and multifaceted phenomenon shaped by the intersecting

stressors associated with migration. By fostering a deeper understanding of PTSD and recognizing its signs and symp-
toms we can cultivate pathways toward healing and resilience.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Lisping into America
By Sepideh Saremi*

In August 1991, at seven years old, I stepped off a Lufthansa flight and into the bowels of LAX with my mother and
younger sister, clutching my Alf doll, with no clue that we wouldn’t go back to Germany, the country of my birth and
where my father had stayed behind, for more than thirty years. We’d come on a tourist visa, so my mother had to
enroll me in a private school. I spent the first few months of second grade at First Lutheran School in Burbank,
California, picking up the English language and American culture and Christianity like they were the flu, but
mostly I was desperately focused on avoiding words that contained a “th.”

I couldn’t say any word that contained a “th” correctly, because there’s no “th” sound in Persian or German, the
languages of my early childhood. But I also had a lisp, so all my “s” sounds came out like “th.” Imagine being named
Sepideh and having a lisp, but not being able to pronounce “th” on purpose—it would be all the proof you need that
God is hilarious, and this is how all your prayers would start: Are you der, God? It'th me, Thepideh.

My that came out like dat, my the sounded like deh, and my face burned with the imagined shame of being found
out during rainy-day games of Four Corners, when my classmates quickly figured out that corners one, two, and
four of the room should be avoided, because the words corner number three (tree) would never be uttered by me and
thus corner three would always be a safe bet.

At home in my family’s tiny apartment in Glendale, I nursed my shame by watching endless episodes of 7 Love Lucy
and Saved by the Bell and Out of This World, the last one a show about a girl who was half-human and half-alien,
her absent father living on another planet, who could freeze time by pressing together the tips of her index fingers. I
wanted so badly to be her, but even though my Baba was absent, too, I was fully human and fully foreign alien, and
pressing the tips of my index fingers together did nothing to make my life easier, though it didn’t stop me from

trying.

I may have lacked the power to freeze time, but I was discovering other powers. Du bist sprachbegabt, my Maman
would tell me: You are gifted with languages. And like all mothers, her words cast a spell over me, telling me a story
about myself that I believed and made true. As the days on our tourist visa ran out and we overstayed, I watched
even more television: I took in Sesame Street, which was very different in America than it had been in Germany
(Big Bird is a non-entity on Sesamstrasse, replaced by a big bear named Samson), and even made my way listlessly
through Mr. Rogers and his neighborhood, a show that was too babyish for me and whose character I found so
unrealistic because he was just too calm and loving to be an American.

My strategy worked: By October I was yammering away almost like I'd been born here, and by the end of 1991 I had
mastered the “th” and sounded like a proper American with a California Standard Accent, the telltale lilt of a Valley
affectation at the end of my sentences, one I still can’t shake to this day. I even became the family translator, though
my lisp stayed with me for a couple more years until public school gave me access to a speech therapist. But while
I'd mastered the English language, lots of other things eluded me. Like a feeling of safety and belonging and
community, because I felt different in so many ways.

First, my immigrant story was launched not by the fallout of the 1979 Revolution, but by the fallout of my parents’
separation, a reality I could utter even less comfortably than the phrase corner number three, because in the 1990s
almost no Iranians were divorced. They just stayed miserably married to each other to save face and to smugly lord
it over those of us who were now bacheh talaagh (“kids of divorce”), through no fault of our own. In any Iranian
gathering, Maman was almost always the only single mother; it felt like wearing a scarlet letter, not just for her, but
for me too.

Second, America was racist. Just as racist as Germany, and though my mom said that she felt more at home here
than she ever had in Germany, I could see people react differently to her halting, Persian-accented English than
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they did to me and my fluency. It didn’t help either that my mother is brown, and I am fair-she’d forever be an
outsider among white people, and I'd forever be an outsider among Iranians.

Third, my mother converted to Christianity shortly after we moved here. Not for a green card, but because it
resonated with her. (Perhaps it’s my fault: she caught it from me when I was asking questions about religion as a
second grader at that Lutheran private school.) But as much as I identify as a Christian even now, I never liked the
institution or the group dynamics of churches. And it was one more thing that made me a minority within my
Iranian culture.

Fourth, speaking of green cards: I was undocumented well into my adulthood. In fact, the fake lawyer my mom had
hired on the recommendation of her pastor had created such a complicated web that it took years to unravel it and
set things right again.

And fifth, and most important, I couldn’t talk about lots of things, for years and years and years, because as a family
we just pretended they didn’t exist, and as a culture we still pretend they don’t exist: My father’s gambling and sex
addictions, the sexual abuse I'd experienced from an extended family member, the fact that my mom, sister, and 1
had lived in a domestic violence shelter for six months before coming to America, and that we were now poor. These
things were such bad secrets that we hid them even from ourselves. For years we imagined that Baba was going to
come to the United States eventually, that my parents’ separation was not a real one. I repressed memories of my
abuse, and of all the things I'd seen my Baba do that hurt himself and our family.

I could say “th” all day long, I got rid of my lisp, but I didn’t have words for any of these things, just felt them like a
poison that coursed through my body, the world full of reminders of me and my family not being good enough, as my
index fingers pressed together like that half-alien girl from Out of This World, wishing to freeze time. At a
restaurant where the waiter was short with my Maman; at the Girl Scout meeting where the other mothers were
cold to her and I didn’t join because of it; when someone asked me for the umpteenth time if I was actually Iranian
or if I had a white dad or asked me to say something in Persian to prove my Iranianness; anytime someone asked
where was my dad, and why did he live in Germany, oh and hey, how come I couldn’t travel out of the country?

Eventually you grow out of some things, but just like speech therapy in my young childhood helped me to grow out
of my lisp, it took some psychotherapy in my young adulthood to help me grow out of my shame. As an adult I had to
let my index fingers come apart from each other and admit, even though no one would say it then, that I couldn’t
freeze away my shame, that my Baba on the other side of this world never came to save me, that he couldn’t even
save himself, that we struggled and suffered and half the suffering came from hiding the struggle, but maybe I could
get some help and save myself, and that I deserved to be well. That everything I thought made me broken or bad
was part of the human experience, and that the impact it had on me was more up to me than anyone else.

In fact, it wasn’t until I was a therapist myself, working with members of my own community, that I could see all
the things I'd experienced as that little girl who’d been pressing together her index fingers, wishing to freeze time,
as part of a bigger context, as problems that happen to everyone, and that it’s the responsibility of a culture and
community not to hide or collude with or turn away from these problems, but to shine a warm and loving light on
each individual and family who experiences them so that they know they are loved and lovable and can heal.

Now I'm happy to say, every now and again I remember the girl who couldn’t say “th” or “s” properly, and I feel so
much love for her. I imagine her opening her eyes and looking around all four corners of a room, of a whole life, and
knowing it is safe to utter each one’s name, even if she says it the wrong way, even if her voice falters or she cries,
even if some people laugh at her or turn away, because there’s nothing to be ashamed of, not then and not now.

*Sepideh Saremi is a writer and therapist in Los Angeles. Her website is sepidehsaremi.com.
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Our Immigrant Stories

A Tapestry of Memory and Identity
By Shaida Shirazian*

Where are you from? A common question that often comes up in the process of getting to know someone new. The
answer is often just as easy. We reference our place of birth or city we grew up in. Whenever someone asks me
where I'm from, my answer has always been the same: Persian. It's a response ingrained in me, a reflex born from
years of repetition and confirmation. While I was born in Los Angeles, the idea that my homeland was a place
thousands of miles away that I had never even set foot in was not a concept that I questioned. It just was, as it was
for many others of my generation, the children of Iranian immigrants who had unwillingly left the country they
loved so deeply. A community that was intent on passing down their identity, history, culture, and love of country to
their children in the hopes that one day we would all return.

But where am Ifrom? As I sit here, reflecting on my family's immigration story, I realize that the Iran I call home,
Pre-Revolution Iran, exists only in memories, a relic of a bygone era that fades a little more with each passing day.
As a child, I found myself immersed in a community where Iran transcended geographical boundaries; it manifested
through the fragrant aromas wafting from our kitchens, the melodious cadence of Farsi echoing through our family
gatherings, and the vibrant tapestry of customs and rituals that adorned our lives.

My Iran came alive through storytelling, the memories shared over chai at Shabbat dinners about a magical place
where life was joyous. Paradise on Earth, where women walked around in miniskirts, poetry and music flowed onto
the streets and into people’s homes, and the lush gardens of Shomal were a peaceful escape from the bustling streets
of Tehran. I remember the feeling of wanting and desire to taste the berries, fruits, and flavors that America could
never replicate. To experience the smells, sounds, and places that lit up the eyes of my elders as I listened to them
retell and relive their most vivid memories.

The stories also informed me at a young age that my Iran had been hijacked. I could see the smiles and light slowly
disappear as my storytellers were stricken by grief. The transformation they described, the palpable tension in the
streets, and the ominous broadcasts on the radio painted a vivid picture of a nation on the brink of upheaval. Their
personal stories of escape were interwoven with a fragile thread of hope for a better future, leaving me grappling
with the echoes of their pain and resilience. Through their words I inherited a profound sense of loss and longing,
carrying the burden of their trauma as if it were my own.

With no path of return, my community replicated “their” Iran, and thus “my” Iran, in the only place we could access
it, Tehrangeles. The Persian community in Los Angeles became a lifeline for my family, a beacon of hope in a sea of
uncertainty. Here, we found comfort in the familiar rituals of Norooz, the Persian New Year, as we gathered around
the haft-seen table, adorned with symbols of rebirth and renewal. We celebrated weddings and birthdays with the
exuberance of our ancestors, dancing the night away, our laughter mingling with the echoes of generations past.

Even within my Jewish upbringing, the influence of my Iranian heritage was palpable. In our synagogue, the
traditional melodies of prayers resonated with echoes of Persian music, seamlessly blending two distinct cultural
identities. During Passover, the sight of family members playfully swatting each other with onions (a custom
exclusive to Jews of Iran) became a cherished tradition, symbolizing both the rituals of the holiday and the enduring
bonds of our Persian heritage. At Seders, the presence of tombaks and the rhythmic beats of Persian music added an
extra layer of warmth and familiarity to the celebration. In every aspect of my life, whether it be religious, cultural,
or personal, my Iranian identity played an integral role, shaping and enriching my sense of self and belonging.

But with each passing generation, I fear that these memories grow dimmer, their edges blurred by the passage of
time and the inevitability of forgetting. The Iran that I am from, the Pre-Revolutionary Iran, is a place that exists
only in the recesses of their minds, a patchwork of nostalgia and longing woven into the fabric of my identity.
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And so, when people ask me where I'm from, I find myself grappling with the complexities of my answer. Yes, I am
Persian, but my Persia is not the Iran of today, it is a land of memories and echoes, a fading imprint on the
landscape of my soul.

As I carry forward the torch of my family's immigration story, I am reminded of the fragility of identity and the
power of remembrance. For in the end, it is not the land of our birth that defines us, but the stories we carry within
us, the echoes of a past that shape the present and illuminate the path forward into an uncertain future.

*Shaida Shirazian is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker based in Santa Monica, CA. Born in Los Angeles to Iranian-Jewish
immigrant parents, she brings a unique perspective to her work, drawing from her multicultural background and experiences.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The American Tree
By Mehrdad Moghadam*

My family loved Iran. I loved Iran. When my English teacher in high school asked the class, “Who’s planning to go to
America after high school?” I was one of the few students who did not raise my hand. America was a fantasyland.
Something you watched on TV or in the movies. Not real. A place you read about in story books. Iran was my home.
Iran was real. I grew up with Iranian music and Iranian culture and history. I could never imagine myself leaving
Iran. When my mother told me and my sisters that we were going to visit America, it was Norooz of 1977. My parents
planned a visit for that summer. I was 15-years-old.

America? I was going to America? Are they kidding? It’s impossible to go to America. How are we going to get visas?

I had heard my parents discussing how Iran might not be a safe place for Jews in a few years. My grandfather’s cousin
was a physician and high-ranking general in the U.S. military. He had been sending messages to the family that the
Carter administration had certain plans for the future of Iran. He was hinting that Iran would not be a safe place for
Jews and other minorities in the very near future. So, as much as my parents loved Iran, they had decided to at least
have a second home in another country, as a safety net. My father’s top choices were Israel and France. He finished
his schooling at the French Alliance School in Hamadan, so he was fluent in both French and Hebrew. But, after we

had visited those countries, my mother vetoed them. The French and Israeli people are too “dry” and “rough,” she had
argued. She had studied English as a second language in high school, so naturally, she wanted an English-speaking
country to move to. We were off to London, the next logical choice. However, after experiencing all the rain and the
cold, and the arrogant attitude of the English people, England was also off the list. So here we were, going to America.

In preparation for our trip, at the insistence of my parents, I took an eight-week accelerated English course. This class
guaranteed that I would be speaking fluent English at the end of the eight weeks, or money back.

Of course, getting visas for a family of five was not easy. The U.S. embassy said that they did not allow a whole family,
especially one with teenage children, to travel to the U.S. The U.S. officials were concerned that many travelers would
not return to their country of origin. So of course, at first, they declined our request for a tourist visa. But my uncle
had a best friend who knew someone whose sister’s friend...worked in the American embassy! In Iran, everything was
and is about connections. After a while, the embassy requested a transcript of my high school grades. After we
submitted my grades along with some other collateral, the usual three-month tourist visas were issued.

My parents, my two younger sisters (ages 11 and 3), and I arrived at JFK airport in New York on July 10, 1977 and
checked into a room on the 12th floor of the Edison Hotel in Manhattan. Being in New York City was a surreal
experience for me. I had just turned sixteen and until then had only seen New York on TV or in movies. I felt like the
TV screen had opened and I had entered a fantasyland inside of it. The iconic high-rises, the bustling streets, the
yellow taxis, fast food restaurants selling burgers, and pizzerias. There were blonde hair, blue-eyed people, and Black
people everywhere, just like I had seen on TV. It was all extremely exciting. While walking on 6th Street with my
parents and sisters waiting for the light to change from Don't Walk to Walk, I noticed a large tree next to me. I thought
to myself, “Does this tree know that it’s in America? Does the tree know how lucky it is to be growing here in New
York?”

It was an incredible feeling. I was trying to test my knowledge of English every chance I got. I would listen to strangers
talking but couldn’t comprehend. I would pick up and read a magazine someone left on the subway but couldn’t
understand it. What happened to all the English classes? All the studying? All the practicing? Was it all useless? No!
Can't be! Maybe I just needed a one-on-one interaction with a real American. Yes, that’s it! I can do it. I asked my
father for some money.

“What for?” he asked.

“I want to go and buy a hamburger,” I answered. He offered to come with me.

“I want to go by myself,” I insisted. “I know the way. I'm an adult. Don't worry," I assured him.

I took the elevator down and walked towards the Burger King I had seen two blocks down from our hotel. I walked
inside. I was nervous. It was a very busy restaurant. There were three open cashiers. I purposely stood in the cashier
with the longest line. You can do this. I told myself. Your English is good. I kept preparing what I was going to say,
in my head. All the English classes were about to pay off. All the tutors, all the practicing. I was suddenly facing the
cashier.
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“May I help you?” asked the teenage cashier.

“Yes.” My heart started pounding. “I want a hamburger,” I replied proudly. I was confident that my grammar was
correct and my pronunciation perfect.

“Which one?” He asked.

“Which one!?” I repeated. I was sure hamburger was an English word.

“A hamburger!” I pointed at the picture of the juicy hamburger above his head.

“T know, which one?” he asked again impatiently.

I tried to keep myself calm and not bolt out of the restaurant. I pointed at the hamburger on the tray of the customer
next to me. The cashier glanced at the tray.

“You want a Double Meat Whopper?”

“Yes.” I was proud of myself.

“Anything else?” he asked.
“Yes. I want a bag of potato.” This time I was sure of myself. My teachers had specifically taught me to differentiate
between the words tomato and potato, so there’s no way that I was mixing up the two words.

“What? He asked.

“Potato, bag of potato!” I pointed at the customer’s tray next to me again.

“You mean fries? You want French fries?” he raised his voice impatiently.

French what?1 couldn’t figure out why he was calling potato French. But I let it go. “Yes,” I said.

“Anything else?”

“Yes, yes, please.”

“What?”

“T want two tomato sauces,” I said confidently. I knew this one for sure.

“What sauce?” He was getting frustrated.

“Tomato,” I said quietly.

“Ketchup? Don’t worry, I'll give you a lot of ketchup!”

At this point, I was so discouraged that I decided not to ask for Pepsi. I was sure that they probably called Pepsi
something else in America as well!

“It’ll be $1.63, cash or charge?” he asked.

I had no idea what he was talking about. I just handed him the $5 bill my father had given me and he gave me some
change back. Despite all the linguistic difficulties, I was still very proud of myself. I had just ordered my first meal in
America. All by myself. That Whopper was the yummiest hamburger I had ever tasted. (That is, until I had the
magical burger called the Big Mac!)

I started walking back to the hotel to tell my sister all about my triumphant adventure at Burger King. That's when
I saw the poster. Not just one but several posters of a man pasted everywhere. A picture of a very familiar face in the
middle of New York. All along Fifth Avenue. I got closer and closer. I was not mistaken. It was really him. The Shah.
The picture of the Shah of Iran, with the caption “Murderer wanted” followed by “Crimes against Iranian people.”
Even though I couldn’t understand all the rest, I knew that it wasn’t good. I was terrified. I had seen these kinds of
posters in Western movies on TV. It was always a poster of a murderer or criminal who was wanted by the police.
How could they put a picture of our beloved King all over New York City as a criminal? I was shocked. How could this
be? I ran all the way back to the hotel. My parents couldn’t believe it either until I showed it to them later that night.

The next day, we took the ferry on the Hudson to see the Statue of Liberty up close and visited the Empire State
Building. The weather was very hot and super humid. But I didn't mind it. It was all very grand, very unreal. On the
third day, we walked all over the city and got tickets to New York City Music Hall. It was not as spectacular as I had
imagined. There was some live dancing, and the movie “Patton” was shown on the big screen. We got back to the hotel
room around 7:30. I was tired so I laid down and started watching TV, waiting for my parents to get ready so we could
go out for dinner. The next thing I know my sister Mojgan was calling me.

“Mehrdad, wake up! Please Mehrdad, wake up! I'm scared!” she begged. I woke up to a pitch-black room. I looked at
my brand-new light-up watch. It was 9:45.

“Turn on the light,” I said.

“It won’t turn on!” she said, almost crying.

“Where are Maman and Baba?’ I inquired.

“T don’t know, I'm scared!” she cried. Apparently, she had also fallen asleep.

“It’s okay, don’t worry,” I reassured her. “It’s just a blackout, no big deal. Let’s go downstairs and find Maman and
Baba.”
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Blackouts were a routine event back in Tehran, so I wasn't too concerned. We held hands and I led the way with my
little light-up watch acting as a flashlight towards the elevators. Since the elevators were out of order, we started
going down the stairs in the absolute darkness when halfway down I heard my mother's voice.

“Mehrdad, is that you?” I couldn’t believe it.

“Maman!? Yes, it’s me. Are you alone?”

“No, ghorboonet beram (my love), we’re here with your little sister,” my father answered. “We went down and got some
sandwiches, but the lights suddenly went out all over the city.”

Mojgan hugged my four-year-old sister Mastaneh. We slowly walked back to our hotel room. The sound of screaming
and sirens continued well into the next morning.

I woke up to the sound of my parents talking. My father had gone down to get us breakfast, but apparently, all grocery
stores and markets were either looted, closed, or on fire.

“Why would they steal all the food from the supermarkets?” my mom wondered. “It just doesn’t make any sense for so
much destruction to happen just because the electricity went out.”

“I don’t know, but we need to find something for the kids to eat. There must be a place where we can get food,” my dad
answered.

After a while, my mother suggested that we go back to the Hudson River Ferry. She remembered that they served hot
dogs and burgers on the Ferry yesterday. So, we were off to take the Ferry for the second time and we had hotdogs for
breakfast and lunch! What a life!

So, this is how my journey as an immigrant to America began. In just a few long summer days, I had seen America

the beautiful, America the fantasyland, where movies were made, and America the ugly and cruel. Those few days
had exceeded all of my expectations of what America would or could be. After a week in New York, my family and I
continued on to Los Angeles, where my father bought a second house. They left me in a Yeshiva boarding school in
L.A. and went back to Iran. For the past 47 years, my life adventure as an Iranian American has been just as eventful
and adventurous as that first week in New York. I managed to get my doctorate degree in pharmacy, establish my
own private pharmacy, and raise two beautiful kids. America the fantasyland has given me what I had hoped for as a
16-year-old. A lot of beauty, a lot of ugly, but I am proof that with hard work everyone can make their dreams come
true in America.

After the revolution in Iran, I never got a chance to go back for a visit. Even though I have made my life in America,
it always feels like every cell and fabric of my body is longing for my place of birth. The Persian culture and tradition
are and will always be a big part of my life and my children’s lives. I feel just like the tree that I saw on my first day
in New York City. A tree with my roots in Iran, but my trunk and branches blooming in America.

*Dr. Mehrdad Moghadam holds a BA in psychology from UCLA, and a Pharm.D. from University of the Pacific School of Pharmacy.
He is the owner/pharmacist of Shangoo Pharmacy, and lives in Los Angeles with his two children Ariel and Justin.
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Hyphenated Introductions

By Nazanin Ramzi Shamtobi*

How do you define yourself?” I am asked.
“How do I negotiate this answer?” I wonder.

Of the human species. A woman. Born into a Jewish family in a predominantly Shiite Muslim country. Lived in Iran
for twelve years.

Family. Home. Safety. Prosperity. Friendships. Lightness of being.

Then a revolution. The newspapers wrote: ‘of the masses, for the masses.’

Gone wrong.

Stability gone.

Trust no one.

Darkness. Uncertainty. Doubt. Fear.

Wandering Jews.

We fled with a suitcase filled with my six-year-old sister’s toys, a few of my father’s cherished books and a small photo
album full of 3 by 5 black and white pictures.
From country to country, city to city, trying to find a new place to call home.

Uproot a tree; throw it as far and as hard as you can, where the eye cannot see.
Then look at where it lands, and no matter where it is, ask it to grow.

Grow as it was. As tall. As bountiful. As green.

How do you mend a broken tree?

Immigration. Political asylum. Asking. Waiting.
Hoping...
Acceptance to a new land, learning a new language and a new way of being.

These United States have been my home; today there is no other tangible place.
My mind’s curiosity was challenged and nourished in school and university classrooms in this land. I said my vows
to my beloved here. My children were born in the City of Angels. We bought our first house here.

And yet, time and distance have not diminished the longing for what was taken: never-fading magical memories of an
enchanted garden filled with sturdy weeping willows, fragrant jasmine flowers, and brightly colored butterflies where
my childhood will forever dance to Googoosh’s songs.

All that could be.

All that was lost.

I vividly remember the ridicule in people’s tones when I would tell them that I am studying Persian Literature for my
graduate degree. Immersing my twenty-two-year-old spirit in the same poetry that filled my childhood, the same
rhythms and rhymes that my father would recite in his beautiful voice that still echoes in the hallways of my very
being.

“What for?” they would snicker.
“What can you do with that?”
“What purpose does it serve?”
And the one I will never forget: “With a master’s degree in Persian Literature and fifty cents you might be able to buy
yourself a cup of coffee.”
But what could the heart do?
The timeless, ceaseless story of the bruised heart of the immigrant who is forced to leave home and country out of fear
and can only dream of going back out of dread.

Forty-five years of separation.
Every Iranian immigrant family has their own story.
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Entire families torn apart. Parents and children separated for years, siblings ending up in different parts of the world,
friends leaving overnight. Highly educated professionals and successful business owners losing their livelihoods, their
assets unlawfully confiscated.

Starting from scratch.

The despair of it all.

Remembering my mother whose name was ‘Irandokht’ (daughter of Iran) and who never became an American citizen.
“T was born an Iranian and I will die as one.”

And she did.

Dreaming of one day going back to her motherland.

And my father who wished for fists full of sand from the shores of Iran to be sprinkled at his grave.
And it was.

The paradox that is the endless yearning of the immigrant’s heart to return home and the undaunting resilience of
her spirit to build anew.

And so it is that the tree continues to grow roots.
Strong and solid and tenacious to its core.

The promise of possibility.

That is also part of our story.

We are made of stardust yet remain earthbound.

“How do you define yourself?” I am asked.

I am an Iranian-American Jewish woman; with every part of my hyphenated introduction representing a deeply
meaningful anchor of my existence.

I know that I am not alone.

My story is your story and yours is mine.

*Nazanin Ramzi Shamtobi holds an MA in both Near Eastern Languages & Cultures and Psychology. In her private practice, she
leads psycho-educational groups for women. She lives in Los Angeles with her husband, children and grandchildren.
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My Lost Treasures
By Tannaz Rahbar*

So many times, I've been asked what is the first thing I would take with me out of the house in the event of a fire?

I have lived in the U.S. for the past 47 years. My family moved to Los Angeles before the 1979 revolution when I was
10-years-old. The plan was to have dual citizenship and live part time both in the U.S. and Tehran, so we kept our
house with everything in it in Iran, fully intending to go back there at least 4 to 5 months out of the year. The day I
left my house in Iran for the U.S. I asked my father if I could take my things with me. I wanted to take my books and
toys, and he said he would buy me new ones in L.A. I wanted to bring a few of my photo albums, and he said we would
be back home in no time to go through them as much as I wanted. I managed to stuff one of the thinnest of my photo
albums in my suitcase.

Throughout my childhood, my mother was the archive chief in our house. My father had a state-of-the-art photo
camera and one of those handheld 35mm film cameras that he always took with him everywhere. My dad took pictures
and films, and my mom would have everything developed, neatly and lovingly organized into albums, and lined up on
the shelves of that humongous closet in the spare room dedicated to our family memories. My siblings and I each had
our own volumes of photo albums, with tons of pictures and mementos that she saved of our milestones. I remember
checking the closet occasionally, to make sure the series of photo albums with my name on them were there and
growing. It felt like a marker of my growth and existence. My favorite way to spend lazy summer days was to take out
an album and leaf through our sweet warm memories as a family at the Shahanshahi Park in Karaj with my uncles
and cousins, me as a baby being squeezed and kissed by my family, my first baby days in my mother’s arms. I
remember how neat and organized everything was stored, labeled, dated, and perfectly lined up in that monstrous
closet. Cans of film on the top left, albums everywhere else. It was the pride and joy of my parents. It was life itself
for me. Had I known what was to become of my home in Iran, I would have broken the entire frame of that closet out
of the walls with my small bare hands and taken it on the plane with me to Los Angeles.

As I'm sure you might have guessed, we moved into our new home in the states, and never went back to Iran. When
the Iranian Revolution hit, my dad would sit for hours holding and shaking his head in shock and disbelief at the
news on the radio. This went on for days, weeks, months! It slowly settled in that we had lost everything in Iran. The
business, the properties, our home, and the closet with all our memories in it. I remember I kept asking my dad about
my photo albums and our films. My father would stare at me and say that he had much bigger problems to think
about. But for me as a 10-year-old child, my most precious source of pride and identity were those pictures and films.
I needed them to review and remind myself of who I was, where I came from, and the happiness I was born into.

As I'm writing this story, I am once again filled with so much sorrow and regret at the loss of my childhood photos. To
this day, I feel as though I didn’t have a childhood, as though I did not exist or have been somehow erased until I was
10-years-old. I have managed to rescue and copy a few pictures from friends and family of my early childhood, but not
nearly enough to fill that void for me. Throughout the passing years, memories of my early days, school, and daily life
are sadly, slowly fading. I find myself easily moving from one day to the next and not allowing myself to hang on to so
much of my life’s experiences, or dwell on the feelings attached to them. I guess I'm used to having to let go and move
forward.

So, in recent years when we were forcibly evacuated twice from our home in Pacific Palisades due to wildfires, we put
the kids in the car first. I then took the large bins I had in the garage already filled from the packed humongous closet
with the many shelves of neatly labeled, color coded Immigrant Experience albums for each of my three kids, and all
the endless stacks of videos and keepsake boxes, and very quickly and efficiently put them in the car and ran off. 'm
happy to say my recorded life from 10-years-old to the present is safe and well preserved. The thought of crazy rabid
people in my home in Iran, ransacking my room, ripping my dolls apart, throwing all our pictures and film reels on
the floor and setting them on fire haunts to this day. But I look at my own archival closet now and breathe a sigh of
relief.

*Tannaz Rahbar holds a BA in Communications Studies from UCLA and lives in Los Angeles with her husband and three
amazing children. She is a real estate agent, investor, and an artist, working on a collection of original oil paintings.
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Coming to America
By Vida Bakshian Halavi*

It was November 8, 1978, just 2 weeks before my 16th birthday and the upcoming winter break at school. My mom,
my two younger siblings and I were going to visit my brother and uncle in Miami. It was supposed to be an early
winter break, nothing more. We'd be gone for a month at most. We'd be back home to our regular life in just a few
weeks as soon as the Shah had squelched the unrest on the streets, and we could go back to our "safe" "normal life"
"at home". Easy-Peasy.

By November 1978 unrest had begun in the streets of Tehran, especially near my school. Angry mobs set fire to movie
theaters and businesses protesting the regime. I went to an American school located in downtown Tehran, on Jaleh
Street, not the safest part of town! My school used to be a hospital run by nuns in the 1940's and 50's, before an
American family started a school there. I loved my school. I loved my friends. I loved my life. My parents decided that
since we couldn't safely go to school with the unrest in the streets, it would be a good opportunity for my mom and us
kids to leave the country for a short while until things calmed down.

All that the four of us needed for our short trip to Miami fit in one large suitcase. Because, after all, we were only
going to be gone for a few weeks. Plus, we'd be shopping in America and would bring back new clothes. So, there was
no need to overpack for this trip. I didn’t bother to visit my friends and say goodbye. After all, I'd be back in a few
weeks, and would see them again soon. I was excited. Iloved trips. I loved vacations and America was a great vacation.
This was going to be great.

We never got to go back home again. I never got to see my house again. I never got to bring my "stuff" with me. I left
behind all my mementos, my school year books, my special dresses, and all the other things that were precious to a 15-
year-old girl. I never got to really say goodbye to my friends.

So, instead of flying back home, we enrolled in the local public high school temporarily, until we could go back home.
There was a large Cuban population in Miami. They talked to us, and every time we said we were here temporarily,
they would say that they too thought they would be there temporarily and thought they would be going back home
eventually. “Eventually” never happened for them or for us.

Life in America was easy. There was no fear of antisemitism, and there was more religious tolerance and acceptance
of foreign cultures. Thankfully language was not a barrier for me. I was fluent in English, and I was familiar with the
American system of education, because my school in Iran followed a similar format. The adjustment to life in America
was not difficult, except for the emotional uncertainty of not knowing when or if we would ever go back.

Things changed dramatically for the worst when the Islamic revolutionary government of Iran began executing
prominent wealthy Jewish businessmen for the crime of being Jewish and rich. In May 1979 Habib Elghanayan, a
highly respected and prominent Jewish businessman was executed by the Revolutionary Islamic government, and
shortly thereafter, my father who had remained in Tehran to wrap up his business affairs, was also arrested by the
Islamic revolutionary government for the crime of being Jewish and wealthy. My family and I were distraught with
worry. We were in Miami and had no access to my father. We had no idea if he would be executed like Elghanayan.

We waited every day for news from Tehran.

After 3 excruciating months of imprisonment, my father was released but only because through the help of family,
friends, and business associates, he was able to bribe a member of the Islamic revolutionary government. My father
was out of prison, but nothing was the same. The revolutionary government had confiscated his business, the Shahla
Company, frozen his bank accounts and funds, confiscated his passport, and posted revolutionary guards at our house
in Tehran. The future looked bleak. Thankfully, in January 1980 my father was smuggled out of the country under
a pseudonym with a fake passport.

Meanwhile, in the summer of 1979, while my father was stuck in Iran, my mother, my siblings, and I moved from
Miami to Los Angeles where most Iranian Jews were immigrating to. These were difficult and uncertain times, but
life had to go on. Things went from bad to worst and the social environment for Iranians in America turned rapidly
more sinister when in November 1979 Iran took 52 Americans hostage.
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I remember walking down the paths at UCLA as a freshman as American students harassed me, and other Persian-
looking students with anti-Iran rhetoric. While I was embarrassed to be associated with the revolutionary government
of Iran, I did not take their words personally. As a Jew, I too was a victim of the this government and its abhorrent
policies. I sympathized and identified with the anger of the average American citizen against the Islamic Republic
government. Above all else I had faith in the integrity of the American people and felt safe in America as a Jewish
person. Whereas in Iran, I had lately felt an undercurrent of antisemitism. In Iran, I shied away from showing my
Judaism openly, but in America I took pride in my faith. I was proud when I saw Hanukkah decorations in the stores
and watched the holiday’s greetings on TV alongside Merry Christmas messages. Unfortunately, given the level of
overt antisemitism in our colleges today I do not feel the same level of safety in America as before.

After these events, I no longer felt an allegiance to Iran. The Iran I knew, the Iran I had been raised in, the Iranian
people I knew and loved had no resemblance to the people of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Although I had never lived
in Israel, I felt that my homeland was Israel and not Iran. I believe that had it not been for the fear of retaliation from
Israel, the Islamic Republic of Iran would have massacred all the Jews, including my father. As a result, when anyone
spewed negative comments against the Islamic Republic of Iran, I didn't feel it was an insult directed at me. Yes, I
was, and am a proud Iranian Jewish woman, with the deep culture and heritage of Iran, but not that of the Islamic
Republic of Iran.

When it became evident that we were not returning to Iran, subconsciously my language changed as well. I no longer
thought of Iran as home. I no longer felt that I would not "return home”, instead I felt that I would not "return to
Iran". Home and Iran were no longer synonymous.

The Iranian revolution destroyed many lives and many homes. We were amongst the lucky ones, all that was destroyed
for my family was the social and financial life that my parents had created over 60 years of hard work. However, the
revolution has left a permanent mark on me. A mark that I have subconsciously transferred to my children as well.
To this day, despite my comfortable life in America, I still grapple with the fear that one day I will be forced out of
America as well.

Despite the difficult early years, the heart ache, the homesickness, the tears, and having had to build our financial
life all over again, I believe strongly that the Iranian revolution was a blessing for me. Had it not been for the Iranian
revolution, I would have never had the opportunity to go to college, let alone law school and becoming an attorney.
Had I lived in Iran, the Persian Jewish culture of the time would not have condoned a young girl moving to the US or
Europe to go to college and I don’t know if I would have been accepted to the one university in Tehran. Had I lived in
Iran, I would have needed my husband’s written consent to travel. Had I lived in Iran, my children wouldn't have had
the opportunities and the life that were afforded here in America.

I'm sure that if the revolution had not happened, I would have thrived in the comfort and affluence of my old life in
Iran under the Shah, however, America and the American life suits the other part of my personality that craves
adventure and independence. This reminds me of the 1998 movie the Sliding Doors which shows a woman's life and
how it would have turned out differently depending on whether she got on the train or missed it by a few seconds.

What if the revolution had never happened? What If I had stayed in Iran and raised my family there? What kind of
a person would I have become? What if I didn’t go to college? What would have my children chosen to do? How would
my life have been different? Would I have developed into a different person? We will never know.

*Vida Bakshian Halavi is a daughter, wife, mother, grandmother and an attorney living in Los Angeles.
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Embracing Change: Transforming Fear into
Freedom and Growth

By Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW

Change, with its inherent uncertainty and unpredictability, often evokes a myriad of emotions ranging from
excitement to trepidation. At the heart of our emotional landscape lies the pervasive fear of change — a deeply
ingrained instinctual response rooted in our primal need for stability and security. Yet, paradoxically, it is this very
fear of change that serves as the underlying component to much of our suffering. While our lives will always have
challenges and painful moments, it is the emotion of fear that we often tend to get stuck in and that creates our state
of chronic suffering. Freedom from that suffering comes from the awareness that if we allow for change to happen in
a fluid manner and are not resistant to it, we don’t have to keep ourselves on the wheel of suffering.

The fear of change is a fundamental aspect of the human condition, arising from our innate resistance to the unknown
and the unfamiliar. Embedded within this fear are layers of conditioning, beliefs, and past experiences that shape our
perceptions and responses to change. Whether it be the fear of failure, loss, or the unknown, our aversion to change
often stems from a deep-seated desire for stability, control, and certainty, which is near impossible to achieve in an
ever-evolving world. We must remember that the principles of nature are built on the reality that rebirth is dependent
on death and just as the survival of our earth is based on the changing of the seasons, so is the survival of the human
psyche.

Our resistance to change places a profound impact on our psychological well-being, perpetuating feelings of anxiety,
stress, and discontent. Resistance to change fosters a sense of stagnation and complacency, inhibiting our capacity for
growth, creativity, and self-discovery. Moreover, the anticipation of change can trigger a cascade of negative emotions,
fueling rumination, avoidance behaviors, and maladaptive coping mechanisms that perpetuate our suffering.

Fearing change can also deeply impact our interpersonal relationships, influencing how we navigate intimacy,
vulnerability, and connection. Fear-based responses such as avoidance, defensiveness, or control mechanisms can
erode trust, communication, and emotional intimacy within relationships. Moreover, the fear of change may lead
individuals to cling to familiar patterns or dynamics, hindering the potential for mutual growth and evolution within
partnerships, friendships, families, and societies.

Embracing change as a catalyst for personal growth requires courage, resilience, and a willingness to step outside our
comfort zones. Yet, the fear of change often serves as a barrier to self-transformation, trapping us in cycles of self-
limiting beliefs and behaviors. By clinging to the status quo, we forfeit opportunities for self-discovery, expansion, and
fulfillment, perpetuating a cycle of stagnation and unfulfilled potential.

When we yearn for freedom, it is ultimately freedom from fear that we are seeking. And that freedom is not necessarily
something that a government, community, parent or spouse needs to grant you. True freedom comes from the
awareness that we can achieve that state of bliss on our own by shifting our perceptions and beliefs about ourselves
and the world around us; and uplifting perceptions and beliefs can never be taken away by anything outside of
ourselves.

So, how do we transform our fears into freedom and growth? There are several key elements that go into creating this
change:

Mindfulness practices can often offer a pathway toward cultivating present-moment awareness and acceptance of
change. By anchoring ourselves in the here and now, rather than in the past or the future, we can observe the transient
nature of our thoughts and emotions, fostering a sense of non-attachment — not to people and places — but rather to
outcomes. Acceptance of change as an inevitable aspect of life liberates us from the grip of fear, empowering us to
embrace uncertainty with openness, excitement, and curiosity.

Embracing change requires a willingness to let go of rigid core beliefs and expectations that keep us in a chronic state
of stagnation and heaviness, and instead embrace uncertainty with flexibility, fluidity and adaptability, secure in the
knowledge that even our challenges and painful moments have been placed there in order to help us evolve into the
best versions of ourselves. This is the time where we need to pull back the figurative camera lens and expand our
definitions of what is good and safe, rather than focusing on the bad in a desperate effort to avoid it. By cultivating a
sense of fluidity and openness to new experiences, we can navigate life's twists and turns with greater ease and
resilience. This allows us to view change as an opportunity for growth and expansion in the face of the unknown.
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The more we criticize and sit in judgment of ourselves for our perceived shortcomings and weaknesses, the deeper we
delve into the never-ending loop of fear. However, offering ourselves acceptance and compassion can greatly aid in
healing from the wounds of fear and self-doubt. When we meet a five-year-old child who is in a state of fear, rarely
would our impulse be to further punish that child by reminding them of their weaknesses and faults. I would believe
our first reaction to a child overcome by fear would be to place our arms around them and remind them of their
strengths and how safe and loved they are. When we are in fear we are in our child-energy. It would only make sense
that at this point we extend kindness, understanding, and acceptance toward ourselves. Cultivating self-compassion
fosters a sense of inner security and worthiness, enabling us to embrace change from a place of authenticity and self-
love.

Navigating the fear of change can be a daunting journey that we don’t need to face alone. Seeking support from trusted
friends, family members, or mental health professionals can provide invaluable guidance, validation, and perspective
during times of transition. Building a supportive network of teachers, guides, and mentors fosters a sense of belonging
and resilience, reminding us that we are not alone in our struggles.

The fear of change is a pervasive aspect of the human experience, shaping our perceptions, behaviors, and
relationships in profound ways. Yet, by embracing change as a catalyst for transformation and growth, we can
transcend the confines of fear and suffering, stepping into a more expansive and liberated way of being. In embracing
change, we discover the infinite possibilities that await us on the journey toward self-discovery, fulfillment, and
authenticity.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Bitter Road to Acceptance

By Anonymous*

My son was 3 or 4 years old when I started to notice he was different than his older brother. Nothing too serious, but
just little things like, he preferred to play dolls with his girl cousins instead of playing sports with his boy cousins. Or
he seemed to enjoy watching the “girl” cartoons and asking for baking sets and other “girl” toys instead of the cars
and truck toys that his brother always asked for. Of course, as traditional Iranian parents, his father and I would
gently discourage him from such things and instead insist that he play with his brother. Even though I noticed that
this made him very sad and quiet, I knew in my heart that we were doing the right thing for him.

When my son was 12 years old, one day my husband walked in on him as he was flipping through some magazines
that had pictures of half-naked men. My husband was shocked. So, he grabbed the magazines and ripped them up
and told my son that he is disgusting for looking at these pictures. My son said nothing. He just cried and apologized.
From that point forward my husband and I made sure to casually, during any conversation, teach our son how men
should act and how men who have feelings for other men are unclean and sick people. At every opportunity we would
belittle homosexuals and make jokes about them. And soon we were very happy, because our tactics seemed to have
worked. By the age of 16 my son was playing sports and getting into fights and bringing his girlfriends to the house.
His grades had dropped, and he continued to not talk to us much, but still, we were happy because we thought that
we had put an end to that phase in his life.

At age 18 my son started college and to our surprise, because we were always a very close-knit family, he decided to
leave Los Angeles and attend community college in northern California. Even though we were against him leaving at
first, we decided we would let him do this, just because he seemed so sad and angry all the time and we hoped that
this would make him happy. During his 3rd semester in college, one night we got a call from the hospital that our son
had overdosed on drugs, and we needed to go and pick him up. When we got there, we were shocked by how thin he
looked and even more so when the doctors told us that he had a drug problem. We really couldn’t believe it. We brought
him back to Los Angeles, and without letting anyone in our family find out we placed him in a rehab facility.

One day, during a family therapy session at the rehab, through a lot of tears and apologies, my son told us that he
was gay. It was as if I had been hit by a ton of bricks, I just couldn’t believe it. I began to cry uncontrollably and told
him that he is mistaken, that this can’t be true. My husband yelled some obscenities and told him and the therapist
that he would rather my son have cancer than be gay and with that he walked out the door. When we got home, my
husband and I discussed how horrified we were and how we couldn't believe this was happening to us. We couldn’t
understand how our son had gotten this illness. We decided that we could never let any of our friends or family know
and that we would find a doctor or therapist to help him get better. When we finally brought him home from rehab,
we shared our plan with him. We told him that this is an illness and that he should never act on it and that we will
take him to doctors and to therapy until he is cured. And above all, we asked him not to share any of this with anyone
else. My son began to cry and said, “Maman, I don’t think this is an illness, I think this is just who I am. But I will do
whatever you and Baba want me to, because I want you guys to be happy and not be so ashamed of me.” And he did
just that.

For the next two years, my son regularly went to the doctor and got “hormone therapy” which the doctor assured us
would help him recover from this sickness. After meeting with several therapists, all of whom told us that this isn’t a
sickness and you shouldn’t try and cure it, we finally found one therapist who told us exactly what we wanted to hear.
That this is an illness, and it can be cured with therapy. So, immediately, we started taking my son to that therapist
every week. It all seemed to be working, my son started to work in his father’s real estate business, where he was
doing very well for himself. He began to talk to us more often, smiled more, and went out with his friends. We were
overjoyed when he started dating a very nice Iranian girl and they started to speak about getting married.

About three weeks after his engagement party, my son came over one night with tears in his eyes. He asked me and
his father to sit down because he had something important he wanted to discuss with us. He told us that he is breaking
off the engagement because he can’t continue to lie to everyone, especially his fiancé, who he loved very much. He said
that he did everything we asked him to do and tried really hard to live as a straight man, but that he just couldn’t.
He asked that we give him a chance and go to family therapy sessions with him so that we could work this out. He
pleaded with us to accept him and allow him to show us that he is still a good person even though he is gay. Once
again, I began to cry, and his father left the house. I told him that we come from a culture and live in a community
that will never accept this. I told him that I think being gay is disgusting and that I would never be able to show my
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face in society again if he did this. I begged him to reconsider and go through with his wedding. My son told me he
loved me and hugged me and apologized for everything and for making me feel so ashamed and unhappy. He then
went to his home and took his own life.

When I look back on everything now, I think to myself who was that person who didn't take the time to listen and
understand what her son was saying to her? For 25 years, my son tried to do everything in his power to become the
person we told him he needed to be and not once did we try and look at things from his perspective or try to learn and
understand where he was coming from. Every time my husband and I, through our words and actions, shamed him
into submitting to our desires, we considered ourselves good parents and we felt like we had won. The reality is that
we lost. Everything our culture and society had told us about homosexuality was so important to us, that we never
thought to stop and consider the possibility that there may be other perspectives. We never thought to update or
educate ourselves. As I sit here today, I cannot believe that my beliefs and values and how others would think of me
and my family were more important to me than my son.

I write this letter to you today because I hope and pray that our community will begin to shift their perspective on
homosexuality. I hope and pray that other parents will do, what my husband and I could not do, and educate
themselves on what it means to be gay. My son was smart, kind, successful, and a valuable member of our community.
But back then when I looked at him all I saw was a sick boy. I paid a very big price for my intolerance and rigidity. I
hope others will make a better choice before it’s too late. I hope our community will realize that each time we judge
someone for being gay or make a sly comment or a mean joke, in reality we are telling a person that they are worthless,
adding to their suffering. We might think it’s not important and not serious, but for our children it can become a
matter of life and death.

*Anonymous, the writer of this letter which was sent to Mastaneh Moghadam L.C.S.W. at the offices of Cross Cultural Expressions
during the organization’s 2017 campaign in support of the Iranian LGBTQ community, never revealed her identity, but asked us
to share this letter wherever we could.
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[ thought | was

Saddam had said
that they were
going to bombard
the nuclear plant.
We lived two streets
away. After eight
years of war,

there were no

shelters built in Iran.

Maybe we could
take refuge under
the concrete
columns of the
stadium near by

for the night.

There was the
sudden siren from
the radio filling

the air. We rushed

to make a run for

the stadium. Too late.
A bomb thundered
above our heads.

| thought | was dead.
| looked around.
Nothing had changed.
We ran to the roof

to watch.

There were flames
three blocks away.
Not in the

nuclear plant,

but in the middle

of the stadium.

After the bomb hit
the stadium,

we ran from Iran.
Through mountains
and deserts.

And | kept running.
Through the mountains
and valleys of life.
Trying to make
something

out of myself.
Trying to honor

my parents.

They left it all

for our sakes.

And now | have it all.

| am a wife.

A mother.

A daughter, sister
and aunt.

A friend.

A career woman.

An artist. A teacher.

A storyteller.
We do our best.
And sometimes

our best is wrong.

After the bomb hit

the stadium,

We were spared

from ourselves.

How?

Was it the hand of God?
The Universe?

Karma?

Or was it pure luck?
We'll never know.

I am here now.
Enjoying the mountains
and valleys.

And what they bring

to me.

Shirin Aynehchi Raban is the director of award-winning Iranian Jewish documentaries, “Between
the Shells” and “The Fifth Question: Why is this Passover different?" Shirin holds an M.A. in
visual Anthropology from USC and a B.A. in Graphic Design from CSUN. She teaches at USC,

CSUN and UCLA Extension, and is currently working on her next documentary, "My Lost Iran.”
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Our Immigrant Stories

But What’s in a Name?
By Mastaneh Moghadam*

Entering school in America with the name Mastaneh wasn’t easy. I was aware of this even at the age of five when I
entered my kindergarten classroom for the first time. It’s funny, I don’t think I spoke much English when we first
came to the U.S., however, I don’t ever remember not knowing how to speak English. From the first day of school, I
remember understanding everything everyone said. I especially recall being introduced to all the kids. The teacher,
Mrs. Phillips, had all of us sit in a circle and she said, “Everyone, tell us your name and your age.” It started with
Julie, then Cindy, then Brian; and then there was Jennifer (who preferred to be called Jenny) and Alison and
Greg...with each name it became increasingly clearer to me that these kids will NEVER be able to say my name. I
began to sweat; my stomach began to hurt...then there was Jack and Bobby and Annie. I was particularly baffled by
Annie, since it was a word that as a Persian, my mother distinctly told me I was never to say in public, and yet, it was
this little girl’s name?? Tommy, Jason...then it happened, it was my turn to introduce myself and I just froze. The
teacher, thinking that I didn’t understand what we were meant to do, started saying, “What is your name?” I just
looked at her blankly.

She repeated herself slowly and a bit louder, “Your name. Do you understand ‘name’?” I nodded my head.

“Tell us your name.” I took a deep breath and said, “My name is Mastaneh.” Silence.

“What was that, dear? Can you say it again?” “Mastaneh.”

“Masta what? Can you say it slowly?” “Mastaneh.” “Miss-Tawny?” I nodded my head yes.

“Am I saying it right?” I just needed this to be over, so again I said, “Yes.”

“Ok, great! Can everyone repeat her name...Miss-Tawny.” There was laughter and a lot of wiggling as a few of the
kids repeated, “Miss-Tawny.” And so, it began...

Now mind you, it’s not like the name Mastaneh is all that common for Iranian’s either. The name, which means
drunken or intoxicated, is often used in Persian mystical poetry referring to a state of spiritual awakening or nirvana.
In fact, in my entire life I have only ever met three other people with this name, and one of them was a drag queen
who had adopted it as her stage name! Even with Iranians, I often get called Nastaran or Marjaneh or Mahasty. And
I must repeat my name a couple of times before it sinks in. Therefore, I quickly learned to significantly lower my
expectations when it came to non-Iranians. So, I decided to accept my fate and spend the next six years of elementary
school being called Miss-Tawny. Whenever a new student entered the school or I was in the classroom of a new teacher,
inevitably, during roll call, that dreaded pause would come and I would start to sweat and my stomach would start to
hurt and the teacher would say, “Ma..Ma...I can’t pronounce this,” and someone would shout out “Just call her Miss-
tawny.” And the teacher would look at me and say, “Miss-tawny? Is that how you say it?” And I would just nod my
head in agreement. Although I always liked my name very much and was proud of its meaning and uniqueness, the

constant attention surrounding my name made me very uncomfortable. Eventually I learned to just answer, no matter
how people pronounced my name, as long as we could just move on. You see, it didn’t matter if I could speak perfect

English with no accent (which I did), or if my mom would pack me bologna and cheese sandwiches on Wonder Bread
for lunch (which she never would). My initial meeting with any American person quickly gave away the fact that I
was an immigrant. I was different, not one of them and didn’t really belong. All of that was clustered together in my
name.

My first semester of junior high brought with it a new iteration of my name. I met a new friend, she asked my name

and I said, “Mastaneh.” As per usual, she said “What?” And one of my elementary school friends who was standing

nearby yelled out, “Just call her Miss-Tawny.” My new friend accepted this and eventually invited me over to her

house for a sleepover. Upon meeting her mother, the question of my name came up and her mother asked, “How do

you say your name again?’ To which I replied, “Mastaneh.” And she followed up with, “Masta-what?” And my new

friend quickly said, “Just call her Miss-Tawny.”

“Miss-Tawny? What are you a teacher or something? Why would I call you Miss anything?”

“No mom, that’s her name, Miss-Tawny.”

To which the mother came back with, “I don’t understand any of this, I'm just going to call you Missy. That okay with

you Missy?”

Again, I just needed this to be over, so I nodded my head and said, “That’s fine.”

Monday at school, my new friend yelled across the hall, “Good morning, Missy!” And suddenly all heads turned, and

all my old elementary school friends cheered and laughed with delight, and everyone unanimously agreed that from

now on I shall be called Missy. And so, it was.

There were two Missy’s at my school; me, the fake Missy, who was an awkward introverted dark-haired girl, and the

real Missy, who was a cheerleader with blond hair and blue eyes and the confidence of a girl who was secure in the
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fact that she belonged and was understood by everyone. It just so happened that the real Missy and I sat next to each
other in most of our classes. And when the teacher would call out Missy, inevitably she would look up and answer. I
would wait until the real Missy gestured at me and said, “Hey, they’re talking to you,” before I answered. For the next
six years of junior high and high school my identity moved into further crisis as I was to be known as Missy. By the
time college started, I had become used to the idea that people just preferred to call me Missy, so when someone asked
my name, I would introduce myself as Mastaneh, but as soon as I saw the confusion in their face, I would follow-up
with, “But you can call me Missy.” This went on until the age of 21, when I was introduced to a new friend who upon
hearing my name decided that nope, neither Mastaneh nor Missy will do. “You look more like a Muffy,” he said. This
young man had known me all of 10 minutes when he decided that it was within his right to change the identity that
I had come to accept as Missy and transform it— and me—into whatever notion of me he had formed based on my
appearance.

“That’s a stupid name,” I said, “and for a person with the name Bubba, you should be the last person making fun of
my name.”

He laughed and said, “Actually, because my name is Bubba, I'm the only other person who can make fun of your
name.”

Once again, all those friends who I had known since elementary and junior high school became delighted when they
heard me being called Muffy, and once again all of them decided that this shall be my new name. And, once again, I
just accepted it and said nothing.

It was my first day at my new job as a therapist. I entered the office and met with my supervisor who was holding a

file with my name on it. She asked me to sit down and said, “Mast...Masta... I don’t want to butcher your name, please
tell me how to pronounce it.” I smiled and said, “It’s pronounced Mastaneh, but don’t worry, you can just call me Missy.
It’s easier.”

“Missy?” She said, “Why would I call you Missy? Is that the name you prefer?”

“No, but it’s certainly easier for most people to say and I really don’t care what people call me, so Missy is fine.”

She looked at me with a kind smile and said, “You know, there is a lot of power in a name. Certainly, a name reveals
our cultural identity, but it also influences our personality, how we see ourselves, what we stand for and the image
we portray to the world. It can have a real impact on our self-confidence, and some would say even on our destiny.
Now, I have never heard the name Mastaneh, but it has a beautiful rhythm to it. What does it mean? I bet it has a
beautiful meaning.”

“Yes, it does have a beautiful meaning. But it's very difficult for Americans to pronounce, so Missy is fine.”

“When I look at you, I don’t see a Missy. Do you feel like a Missy? Listen, I will call you whatever you tell me to call

you, but don’t change your name for my comfort. You came to America and learned how to speak a whole other
language, surely us Americans can take a minute to learn how to say your name properly. I think you're worth it,
don’t you?”

That day I walked out of that office with a clear sense of who I am and what I want. I felt empowered, with a renewed
sense of ownership over my identity, my purpose, and my destiny. My name is Mastaneh, and I am no longer going to
feel embarrassed or be apologetic about it. I am different, I am unique, and it might take a little bit more time to
connect with me, but I am worth it. A few weeks later, I attended a gathering with a group of my friends that I had
remained close to from elementary and high school days. One of them called me Miss-Tawny, the other one called me
Missy, and another called me Muffy. I smiled at them and said, “Guys, I have known all of you for twenty some
years...do any of you know what my name is?” For the first time, THEY looked uncomfortable.

“T can’t remember, what was it? How do you say it?”

“My name is Mastaneh, say it with me, Mas-ta-neh.”

“Right, Mastaneh. Why on earth have we been calling you Missy and Muffy all these years?”

It sounds crazy, but in that moment, I realized how hard it is to have a meaningful relationship with anyone or
anything that we don’t call by its rightful name. Studies have shown that in cases where a person’s name is repeatedly
said incorrectly or mispronounced, it can create a sense of alienation and the individual will often feel invisible,
misunderstood or less valued within their environment. How is a 5-year-old to know the impact that this, seemingly
unimportant occurrence, a silly bi-product of the immigrant experience could have on a life? So, what’s in a name?
Apparently, a lot more than we think. My name is Mastaneh. Wherever I go, whatever I do, whomever I meet, I am
Mastaneh...except at Starbucks, they can call me Missy!

*Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW, is a psychotherapist who has been working with the Iranian community for over 25 years. She is
the co-founder and executive director of the nonprofit organization, Cross Cultural Expressions.
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My Army
By Shahriar Joseph Tavakoli*

I arrived in the U.S. on June 10, 1977; my sister and brother-in-law being the only people I knew in the whole country.
Fortunately, we lived in a small city (Salt Lake City, Utah), where just like Iran, neighbors knew each other, and
strangers walking by said hi to each other without the dirty looks! So, it was much easier for me to acclimate. In 1979,
as soon as the Shah left Iran at the peak of the revolution, so did my entire family, most coming to Los Angeles. With
so much family now in L.A., my sister, brother-in-law, 2-year-old nephew, and I all packed up our things and moved
from SLC to L.A.

In sunny Los Angeles, I finished high school, graduated from Cal State University, Northridge, started a business,
and in 1991, got married to my beautiful wife Kathy. We are now a family of five plus one beautiful dog and live in
Tehrangeles, AKA Westwood! We lived a normal life, until 2006.

It all started with really fat fingers. Seemingly out of the blue, my fingers had swollen up so much that friends and
family started to call them “hot dog” fingers! I didn’t think much of it. But at the urging of my family, I decided to go
to a rheumatologist. After about a year of several misdiagnoses and many different drugs including chemotherapy
(that did not work), I was finally correctly diagnosed with a rare auto-immune disease called Scleroderma. It
progressed rapidly, attacking my skin as well as my lungs and my heart to a point that it was becoming hard for me
to even breathe. The prognosis was bleak and nothing we did slowed down this dreaded disease. I was given a lower
than 50% chance of survival and, at most, a few years left to live. Running out of options, my doctor suggested I
participate in a clinical study called SCOT, where a computer randomly selects either one year of heavy chemotherapy,
or a stem cell transplant. Since chemotherapy had not worked for me before, we were all hoping I get the transplant
arm of the study. Luckily, I got the stem cell transplant. I was given an autologous stem cell transplant as an
experiment, to see if it could work in stopping scleroderma from further damaging my lungs and heart. The transplant
took place on July 6, 2009 and it worked. I'm still here.

To say July 6t was a memorable day is perhaps the understatement of the year! I still remember everything. There
was a group of family and friends, standing in a circle in the room, holding hands. I remember every face, every
expression of everyone in the room, looking at me with their anxious eyes, praying nervously, doing their best to be in
the moment, yet completely lost in its weight. Me too, what a journey for us all. I remember thinking “I hope I make
it; I don’t want to let anyone down.”

I remember the nurse’s face as she entered with “the white bag.” Oh that white bag. She looked as nervous as we
were, you could tell she knew that this was a huge, life-changing moment. The white bag, filled with my own stem
cells, but overflowing with everyone’s hopes and prayers. This was it, all the failed treatments, ten thousand pills and
chemos, a million needles, the collapsed veins, this was it. All the waiting for those damn test results that made us
cringe, all the preparations, all the doctor/lab/hospital visits, the wait was finally over, the stem cell transplant was
finally happening. Nobody knew if my weakened body could survive a transplant, and nobody knew if it would even
work, or if it would be all over for me.

After the transplant I was hospitalized at City of Hope Medical Center for one month, and I remember every minute
of it. I remember everyone’s faces when they saw me in a fetal position, weighing barely 110 pounds. I remember every
angel that drove so far, just to donate platelets and blood in my name. I remember all the fake smiles, the runny
mascaras and the perplexed looks on my doctors’ faces, as this was experimental for my disease and new to them as

well. I remember Kathy not just holding my hands, but holding together the entire clan, and not letting anyone cry
due to the unknown, at least in my weakened presence. But...I knew.

I remember being isolated in a hospital bed behind a thick glass wall. To enter, everyone had to wear a biohazard
yellow plastic gown, gloves and a mask, even Kathy and our kids, including my then 2-year-old daughter. I remember
not being able to eat or drink or stand or sit or be able to do anything I always took for granted. But I also remember
being calm as midsummer’s ocean breeze in the middle of July, because...I knew.

I remember that even at my lowest moments then, shivering, isolated with zero immune system and lots of reasons
to be down, Kathy never let doubt infiltrate our wandering thoughts, and kept every moment light, filled with laughter

and warmth, because...she also knew.
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I remember, despite the long drive, my mom, 3 sisters and brother, visiting every single day, making sure Kathy and
I never went dark. I remember feeling lucky that so many friends and relatives cared enough to constantly visit us.
There was not a day in my one-month hospital stay that we didn’t have at least several visitors. I also remember
feeling guilty that so many other patients were not so lucky because they barely had any. You see, I come from a very
rich and ancient Iranian culture, where family and friendships are considered sacred, where we were always in each
other’s lives in both good times as well as the bad. So, I knew that our Iranian community would come together in our
time of need. I knew that no matter how many years passed, that tight knit Iranian cultural trait will always be there.

When I was first diagnosed with a deadly disease, besides all the medical decisions we had to make, Kathy and I also
had another important issue to consider; namely, do we go public with it or not? Despite the closeness prevalent in
our rich Persian culture, sharing diseases with others was often deemed taboo. I guess one reason could be so you
don’t scare your loved ones, or perhaps, another reason may be that the older generation felt it’s better not to show
your weaknesses to others. The mentality was that they didn’t want potential suitors in marriage to think there may
be an issue in their future partner’s genes. Ooh, they had cancer, or diabetes in their family! But Kathy and I knew
that in order to survive, you need more than just science, you need a great support system around you as well. So, we
went public and, not totally surprising, learned that we had the very best. From family, to friends, to colleagues, and
even neighbors, everyone stepped up for us. From taking care of our kids, to offering financial support when I didn’t
know I needed it, to covering for me at my work. That support system was as much responsible for my survival as
science was. You see, when you have an army by your side, you naturally feel more empowered to overcome any
obstacle.

Extremely rare diseases such as mine are usually quite under-funded. There is just not a big market or profits for
pharmaceutical companies to spend on research, so there’s very little information known; and insurance companies
resist spending money on costly unproven experimental treatments. I'm lucky to have had the best doctors, Dr. Daniel
Furst who thought outside the box and never gave up on me; as well as Dr. Stephen Forman of City of Hope, who
fought for me valiantly to get my insurance’s authorization for the considerable cost of a stem cell transplant.
Unbeknown to me at the time, I found out years later that my friends had all made pledges to collectively pay for my
stem cell transplant cost, which were hundreds of thousands of dollars, if my insurance had denied this treatment so
I wouldn’t have to. Once again, a community of family and friends coming together for one of their own. This one act
alone gives me chills every time I think about it.

So, when someone asks for my advice on how to overcome a life-challenge such as mine, I always tell them to find
their soulmate that they want to spend the rest of their lives with, hold them, honor and appreciate them as if your
life depends on it, because mine did. There is absolutely no way I could have survived this without the rocksteady
presence of my wife, Kathy. She was literally by my side every second and every step of the way.

I tell them to keep their friends like they would keep a Picasso painting: take care of them, be there for them, enjoy
and treasure them. Our friends played an incredible role in our positive attitudes by always being there and going
above and beyond for us. I also tell everyone to appreciate time with their families like they would appreciate a tall
cold glass of water on a scorching hot day in the middle of a desert. Family is everything, in good times as well as bad.
So protect and value all your relationships and let them know how much they mean to you. I'm truly blessed because
I've gotten a whole new perspective on life. I've realized that at the end of the day, science may give you the tools you
need to go to war with a life-threatening ailment like mine, but your support system is what gives you the will and
the power to actually win that war.

A million thanks to the miracle of science performed by my doctors that led to a successful stem cell transplant, which
is why I'm still here. But a billion thanks to my invaluable support system, who always stood by our side, which is the
real reason I'm still here. You see, science backed by a great support system will almost always win and prevail. Now
we all know!

*Shahriar Joseph Tavakoli holds a B.S. in marketing from CSUN and is self-employed. He has found that writing is the best form
of therapy, and it truly helps with whatever obstacles life throws at one.
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Our Immigrant Stories

My Journey to a Land of Unlimited Bliss
By Roya Morady*

I often think about how migrating to the United States has shaped me as a daughter, mother, friend, wife, and most
importantly as a person. Who would I have been if I had stayed back in the country of my birth, Iran? There is no
doubt that a person’s life experience, upbringing, and environment molds them into becoming who they are.

As an immigrant I consider myself one of the lucky ones to be given this gift of freedom. Leaving Iran at the prime
age of thirteen was one of the best decisions my parents made for me. However, leaving for me was not as easy as
getting on an airplane and getting off on a new continent! No! Absolutely not! I had to endure a very long, nerve-
racking, and at the same time exciting journey to get to my final destination: the United States!

In 1982, certain minority groups were not allowed to leave the country freely. We had to show proof that we were
coming back to Iran. In my case, my parents were allowed to leave because of my mom’s medical condition; however,
I was not allowed to leave with them. The best possible solution at that time was for me to illegally cross the border
of Iran through Pakistan. With the help of smugglers, my journey, along with a small group of other people wanting
to flee Iran, started with a car ride from Tehran to Sabzevar, to Mashhad and then to Zahedan. After crossing the
border with motorcycles and on foot in total darkness, we headed to a city named Quetta. From there we flew to
Karachi and then to Madrid, Spain. I lived in Madrid for about nine months while waiting for my green card.

As difficult and exhilarating as the trip was, the hard work started when I got to the U.S. I was a very shy, timid, and
quiet teenager! Being a teenager is never easy, let alone in a new environment where others do not speak your
language or dress like you! I was very lucky to have prior knowledge of the English language, so understanding was

very easy but communicating was a different story, especially if you are shy to the core! Being the youngest child in
the family did not help either. I remember in high school, every time someone would ask me where I was from, I would
hesitate to tell them I was from Iran because I did not want to be associated with the negative views of what was
happening in Iran. I quickly learned that most of the kids in my high school had no clue where Persia was so I would
tell them I am Persian and that would entertain their curiosity. I can honestly say that as an adult living in the U.S,,
I never experienced any pre-judgment at work or the university because of my nationality. If anything, being from a

Middle Eastern country was intriguing to most people I interacted with.

I am grateful that I made the journey to a land that insured freedom and sanity because had I stayed in Iran, I would
not have been so lucky! From my birth to 1978, I had a normal and beautiful childhood. I attended Iran-Swiss, a co-
ed private school where all the students wore cute uniforms. The girls wore pleated gray skirts, white shirts and navy
blue blazers and the boys wore the same with gray pants. Our principal, Mrs. Nayernoori, was an elegant,
sophisticated woman, as was her assistant, Mrs. Tajbakhsh. I still remember the way she would hold her cigarette
pen while talking to her co-workers. We had music classes, art exhibits, ballet classes, etc. All our English teachers
were British. I remember one of my final exams was to recite the Quran. Thinking back, I now notice our school was
so ahead of its time with women running that amazing school. I had wonderful friends. Never ever was I treated with
hatred or discrimination for being Jewish. I don’t think any of us cared what religion we were. We played together
and celebrated each other’s birthdays! However, everything changed when Iran fell into the hands of Islamic Republic.
Our school was no longer a co-ed. They came up with the most asinine way to remedy this situation. For a while, boys
went to school during the day and girls had to go to school in the afternoon/evening. Then, it was decided to move the
girls to a different location so they could attend school during the day. Our principal got replaced by a hideous short
woman covered in ugly black clothing. Our beautiful uniforms got replaced by long pants and thick long jackets and
we had to wear head coverings. I can’t even remember the name of this principle. The name of our school changed
from Iran-Swiss to Palestine. Because of my religion, I was not allowed to recite the Quran anymore. Instead, I had
to attend Hebrew classes on Friday mornings at a synagogue.

We lived in an amazingly diverse apartment building. The neighbors got along beautifully. Our landlords, Mr. and
Mrs. Azizi, were Bah4’i. Well respected members of the community. They had three sons. When the regime changed,
the boys were immediately sent out of Iran for their safety, but the parents remained in Tehran. I remember our
landlord was arrested, jailed, and later executed just because of his religion. Before being forced to go into hiding, his
wife had asked if the tenants could hide her valuables, to which we all agreed without batting an eye. The situation
was getting worse every day. There were a few incidents with the Islamic Republic Police who would storm into our
apartments looking for our neighbor’s daughter who had become part of a political group called Mojahedin. They would
also search houses unannounced looking for alcoholic drinks. As an 11-year-old girl, I would be threatened for not
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having the “appropriate” head covering. Countless times we would be shaken by the deafening sounds of bombings
around the city followed by roaring sounds of ambulances and black smoke covering the sky! Life was not the same
anymore. Food and gas had become scarce. Families had to stand in line for hours in the cold to purchase what they
needed. Everything was changing, not for the better. Then the Iran—Iraq War started. I remember so vividly the first
night of hearing the sirens going off, which meant taking shelter in the basement. So many nights we would rush
down the stairs along with our neighbors to hide in the basement of our landlord. Even though she was in hiding
herself, she had left the key for her tenants to use during desperate hours. Schools closed. Curfews were enforced. For
safety reasons, every household had to cover their windows with thick black paper to block any light from seeping
through. Blackouts had become a very common practice even during the coldest months of the year. Streets of Tehran
had become a shrine for all the young men who had lost their lives in the war. Red tulips became the symbol for all
the martyrs. Everywhere you looked there would be paintings of red tulips with blood shedding from their petals. I
used to love tulips, but for years the sight of red tulips made me very upset as it invoked sad emotions from my
childhood. Even though I have lived outside of Iran for so long, I still find myself struggling with women wearing hijab
in America or Europe. For me they trigger all the dark emotions of when it was forced upon young girls and women
in Iran. In America, we respect it as diversity, but unfortunately within me it evokes the feeling of cruelty. I was one
of the lucky ones because I left Iran in 1982, but hearing friends talk about being picked up by the morality police
because they had makeup on or were wearing nail polish makes me angry.

My parent’s decision to move the family to America secured a bright future for all of us. I remember after the
Revolution my father suffered from depression because he was so worried about what would happen to his family. It
was very difficult for him to leave everything behind and start a new life. Life was not the same for my parents, but
they adapted the best they could. As a parent now, I totally understand what they gave up to ensure a better and
safer life for their children. They passed on many years ago, but I will always be grateful to them for their selfless
sacrifices.

*Roya Morady holds a BA in Psychology from University of Michigan-Dearborn, and an MA in Clinical Psychology from Pepperdine
University. She decided to put her professional work on hold to be a full-time mom for her two amazing children. Currently she
works as a part time Life Coach and Volunteer for Cross Cultural Expressions CCC.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Unkept Promise of a Magnolia Bud
By Shila Vosough Ommi*

By age seven, I was so enchanted by the world of horses that my days were filled with dreams of galloping through
open fields, my heart pounding in rhythm with the hoofbeats of my imaginary Caspian horse. I'd fill every piece of
paper with sketches of this caramel-colored beauty with her proud arched neck, a white patch on her elegant and
refined forehead, her long muscular legs with white patches above her shiny hooves.

As the school curriculum got more difficult with each passing year at Institute Mariam, the French Catholic school I
had attended since pre-kindergarten, these daydreams resulted in harsh punishments by the teachers and nuns,
sometimes leading to physical beatings. But I couldn’t help myself. I was obsessed with my dreams of horses. Years
of pleading with my parents finally paid off, as one day, when I had just turned 10, my father’s secretary came over
to take me shopping for my riding habit. She wanted me to look sharp for my very first equestrian lesson at the
prestigious Shahanshahi Club.

My instructor was the very best in all of Iran. A retired General in the Shah’s army that instructed Olympic-level
riders. He was doing my father, who was himself a retired Colonel, a personal favor by teaching me. I could tell he
was not pleased to be working with a total beginner, let alone a scrawny little daydreamer like me. Though I was a
bit shocked whenever he yelled at me or shook my hands aggressively if I held the bridle through the wrong fingers,
I didn’t mind one bit. Just to be on a horse was a dream come true. My next lesson was scheduled the following week,
and my heart was full of anticipation as I practiced the correct hand position on the car ride back home. Holding the
reins through my pinkie with my left hand, and my index finger with the right, my wrists down, my elbows just in
front of my torso moving gently with the horse’s head motions.

That evening my father announced that we would be flying to Los Angeles for a week-long trip the following day. I
was used to these short-notice trips, as my father was a prominent businessman, and being the youngest, I'd often
accompany my parents out of the country. But this trip felt strange, as summer break was over, and I would be missing
a whole week of school. I had already fallen behind the other kids from my constant daydreaming. That night, as I lay
in bed, my excitement soared at the thought of visiting my sister, Shiva. She was going to USC at the time and she
had just bought a beautiful house in Studio City that I'd loved so much the last time I visited her. But I couldn't help
feeling a pang of sadness. I thought my sadness was because I'd be missing my beloved horse-riding lesson the
following week. My nanny, Robab must have noticed my feelings. That night as I was getting ready for sleep, she
approached my bed with a white magnolia bud she had picked from our tree. She placed it in a glass of water on my
bedside table and said, “Don’t worry, Shishili joon, you won’t be gone long. When you get back, this bud will have
bloomed into a beautiful flower." With those comforting words, I drifted off to sleep, my mind filled with adventures
of riding horses. Little did I know that my adventures would be far more perilous than I could have ever imagined.

Just a few days after our departure, chaos erupted in Iran as the country was swept up in the throes of revolution.
News of torture and execution of close friends reached us daily, breaking our hearts, and shattering our sense of
security. Amidst the turmoil, my father received word that his name too had been placed on an execution list by the

new regime. Fear gripped my family as we realized that we could never return home. Our temporary trip had turned
into a permanent exile, and my world was forever changed.

In the years that followed, I grew accustomed to life in a new land, but I never forgot the unkept promise of the
magnolia bud left behind on my bedside table. What was once the symbol of my coming back home became a symbol
of broken dreams, and the beautiful soft things that have withered and died under the suffocating darkness of a new
Iran. Though I never had the chance to see that magnolia bloom, I carry its memory with me always. And to this day,
whenever I see the image of a Caspian horse, my heart echoes with the rhythm of elegant hoofbeats, a reminder of
the dreams that I once had.

* Shila Vosough Ommi is an actor, voiceover artist, director and producer residing in Los Angeles.
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An Exploration of Healing Practices to Combat Mental and Emotional

Distress Within Immigrant Communities
By Mastaneh Moghadam, LCSW

The road to healing from mental and emotional distress can often be complicated for immigrants. However, it always
begins with the awareness that something isn’t right. Our lives are not meant to be lived in a chronic state of anxiety,
depression, fear and stress. All human beings thrive both physically and emotionally when they are uplifted, joyful
and at peace with themselves and their surroundings. In today’s world, there are many opportunities to access services
that can help us process our traumatic experiences, find harmony within ourselves and our relationships, and find
community that will help us live our best lives.

The journey to healing and well being can begin with any of the following practices:

. Culturally Competent Mental Health Services - finding a therapist that is culturally competent and offers
individual, couples, or family therapy in the language that you are most comfortable speaking.

. Mental health services that are affordable and accessible - there are agencies and therapists who offer sliding
scale fee’s that fit your budget or can take your insurance plan. Also, many therapists offer virtual or telephone
sessions, which might be more convenient for individuals who lack transportation or who cannot find a
culturally competent therapist in their neighborhood.

. Group Therapy - Therapeutic support groups can be a powerful tool in recovery and healing. Such groups are
facilitated by mental health professionals and offer benefits such as reducing isolation and alienation;
normalizing our challenges and letting us know that we are not alone; offering us a safe space to discuss our
fears and learn coping skills while building community and developing social skills; offering us the opportunity
to guide and support others. Group therapy can also be very cost effective. Many organizations and therapists
offer support groups, both in-person and virtually.

. Psychiatric Services and Medication Management - Psychiatrists are medical doctors who can prescribe
medications to help treat mental health conditions. These medications work to alter chemical signaling and
communication within an individual’s brain, which can minimize some symptoms of certain psychiatric
conditions (including depression and anxiety). Psychiatrists often prescribe medications in combination with
psychotherapy.

. Mindfulness and Stress Reduction Techniques - Incorporating mindfulness-based interventions and stress
reduction techniques offers immigrant individuals practical tools for managing their mental health. Practices
such as deep breathing exercises, meditation, and yoga promote relaxation, emotional regulation, and
resilience in the face of stressors.

. EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing) - A structured therapy that encourages the client
to briefly focus on the trauma memory while simultaneously experiencing bilateral stimulation (typically eye
movements), which is associated with a reduction in the vividness and emotion associated with traumatic
memories. It is a very helpful tool for individuals who suffer from Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.

. Trauma-informed therapy approaches, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), Eye Movement
Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR), and narrative therapy, offer tailored interventions for individuals
grappling with PTSD within immigrant communities. These therapeutic modalities provide a safe and
supportive space for processing trauma, challenging maladaptive beliefs, and fostering resilience.

. Psychoeducation and Coping Strategies - Workshops, seminars and classes about mental health issues equips
individuals with knowledge and skills to navigate their mental health challenges effectively. Such
informational resources can empower individuals to understand the nature of their mental health, challenge
maladaptive beliefs, and develop coping mechanisms.

. Social Support Networks - Building social support networks and fostering community connections are
essential for decreasing mental health issues within immigrant communities. Peer support groups, cultural
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organizations, and faith-based communities offer avenues for emotional validation, camaraderie, and shared
coping strategies, fostering a sense of belonging and solidarity.

Culturally Grounded Healing Practices - Integrating culturally grounded healing practices rooted in
indigenous traditions and wisdom can complement conventional approaches to health and healing. Rituals,
ceremonies, and traditional healing modalities of every culture can offer holistic pathways toward emotional
balance, spiritual well-being, and cultural resilience.

Creative Art Therapies - Engagement in creative art activities such as art therapy, music therapy, dance,
movement and sound baths can offer a unique approach to working through our trauma’s, finding community,
and integrating our intellectual and emotional bodies. We can find much healing in watching films, reading
books and poetry and discussing what we have learned through these modalities with a group of peers or even
with our family members. Many answers to universal questions are offered in the stories that we tell and that
we are told through various creative mediums.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Where is home?
By Hanieh M. Bagher

As soon as I pulled the blanket down from over my head, I saw the large red words: Los Angeles. Just like that. I
recalled how I had dreamed of coming to Los Angeles. I had fallen asleep while sitting in the economy class seat on
the plane. It took me a few seconds to realize that I was awake, and it all became too real when I saw my two suitcases
and one backpack.

Until that day, I had never realized how much I loved art and painting. After working for ten years at Iran’s National
Cultural Heritage Organization, creating wooden art pieces, I had decided to resign. It wasn't an easy decision. At age
of 28, I had almost everything I wanted in life: a good job, good income, good husband, good house, good car... but I
felt like something was missing. I knew that I needed to leave Iran and get to know the rest of the world better. I was
in love with the world's various cultures, their way of life, their dress, their food, and all the countless customs that I
loved to learn about. Finally, after two weeks of not going to work, struggling with myself at home, and crying my
heart out, I reached the conclusion that I needed to follow all those dreams that kept me up at night. I decided to burn
all the bridges behind me, so that when I missed home, I would have no way back. I learned this from one of my friends
who had emigrated two years before me. She had said, “Your reasons for leaving must be very strong. If they are weak,
you'll return at the first sign of homesickness.” So I wrote an official resignation letter and handed it to the head of
the Cultural Heritage Organization and said goodbye forever. Since Amir and I had been married for only three years,
and he had recently gone through a lot of trouble to transfer his job from his native city of Abadan to Tehran, I didn’t
have the courage to ask him to move again. So, I decided to emigrate and continue my education in a way that would
have the least effect on Amir's job by moving to a country close enough to Iran, where Amir could visit me often and

keep his job. The first person I thought of who I knew would support my decision was my younger brother, Hamed.
Both Hamed and I always wanted to go abroad for further education but never had the opportunity. My dad always
said he wouldn’t let me go out of the country by myself, and if I wanted to do so I must get married and go with my
husband. I think he worried about all the hardship that might befall me, while alone in a foreign land. When I told
Hamed that I wanted to go to Kuala Lumpur to continue my education and get a master's degree, and asked him if he
wanted to join me, he immediately said, "Yes, I'm coming too. How do we go?”

I called Amir, who was on a two-week work trip in Dubai, and explained to him that I had resigned and wanted to go
to Kuala Lumpur with Hamed to study. After a long silence, he said, "I wouldn't have done this if I were you. You had
such a good job. But if you have the courage to go through with this, I'll support you." Like me, Amir, always loved the
idea of going to other places and living outside of Iran, so I wasn’t surprised when he agreed with my suggestion. After
a lot of research and dealing with all kinds of issues, Hamed and I finally registered at a university in Malaysia and
got ready to leave. Hamed resigned from the great position he held at Saderat Bank. So, in less than two months we
were done with all the preparations and were ready to leave. Once everything was settled, we finally told our mom
and dad that the two of us were going to Kuala Lumpur to study. My mom would not stop crying and they both kept
asking, "What kind of sane person resigns from such jobs? Why did both of you do this together? One should have gone
first and if it worked out, ask the other one to follow." But since childhood, Hamed and I had always been partners.
We always planned anything we wanted to do, together, and this time was no exception.

The day of the trip I couldn’t believe that I had the courage to fly toward my dreams. Our trip and life in Kuala
Lumpur lasted about four years and prepared Hamed and me for life in more distant countries. During those four
years, I made significant progress in art and painting. Participating in the Malaysia Art Fair in 2012 and selling my
paintings was my biggest achievement during those four years. I also learned that I could stand on my own two feet

in any situation, and that I could never make a permanent home in Kuala Lumpur because I never felt safe and
peaceful there. So, at the end of four years, we packed our belongings and returned to Iran.

I had truly missed Iran and my entire family. I walked joyfully in the streets, jumping over the curbs and singing out
loud. T went hiking with my friends and felt a deep sense of vitality and belonging in my homeland. However, for
various reasons, Amir and I were still thinking about emigrating abroad.

I don’t remember exactly when coming to Los Angeles became my dream. But I know that ever since I could remember,
I wanted to have an art exhibition in America. So, I applied for and was easily awarded a visa to hold exhibitions in
the U.S. and Canada. Unfortunately, Amir's visa encountered problems with background checks and military service
issues. As a result, I faced a difficult situation: I either had to go to Los Angeles for my art exhibition alone or risk the
expiration of my own visa. We finally decided I should go, hoping that Amir would join me, fulfilling my lifelong dream
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of having an exhibition in one of Los Angeles’ most famous galleries. I was on my way to meet my dreams. Yes, I really
had a solo art exhibition in Los Angeles, the dream of every artist I knew.

The plane landed, and I rushed to grab my suitcases so I could catch the next flight to Sacramento. The suitcases were
so heavy that I had to ask the big man standing next to me to help lift them off the conveyor belt. But I didn’t let the
fact that I had trouble even lifting my suitcases discourage me from facing the challenges ahead. My entire life was
packed into two suitcases. One was full of clothes and personal items, and the bigger one contained all my painting
supplies. I had thought of keeping myself busy with painting and maybe even having a second art show during the
six months I was allowed to stay in the country. Although I had come to participate in an exhibition of my paintings

at a well-known and prestigious gallery in Los Angeles, since I was arriving after the exhibition's dates, I was basically
just coming to collect my paintings. The gallery owner had told me, "If you don't come and pick up all your unsold
paintings after the exhibition, I'll just leave them outside." So, I needed to retrieve twenty of my paintings.

I stayed at the home of a friend of a friend in Sacramento for a month. They treated me with great kindness, fully
embodying the beautiful tradition of Iranian hospitality. However, because I wanted to stand on my own feet and be

independent as soon as possible, with the help and guidance of my gracious hosts I got a ticket to Washington, D.C.
Once there, with the assistance of a friend living in Washington, I intended to hire a lawyer and get my immigration
status sorted out to obtain a green card as quickly as possible. Since I couldn't endure the city’s cold weather for more
than three weeks I returned to Los Angeles, having gained a lot of useful information about immigration laws. I admit
that my expectations of America were much higher than what I was experiencing.

The only reason I didn't go straight back to Tehran from Washington was that my return ticket to Tehran was from

Los Angeles, and my paintings were still in California.

When I was still in Iran, I had become acquainted with someone from the Erfan (spiritual classes) group through
Facebook. She had asked me to bring her some issues of the Erfan-e-Kayhani magazine from Iran. Before my flight
from Washington, I called to let her know I was heading to Los Angeles. With great kindness, she offered to come and
pick me up from the airport and even invited me to stay with her at her apartment instead of going to a hotel. Feeling
lonely and homesick, I gladly accepted her offer. But I still worried about what I would do next or where I would go.
Elham picked me up from LAX, and even though it was our first time meeting in person, there was an immediate
sense of comfort and friendliness between us. Maybe it was because of our mutual interest in the teachings of Erfan
and universal spirituality that we had both studied and were passionate about that made us close so soon and so fast.
When we got to her place, Elham made tea, and we sat talking on the balcony.

As we were chatting and flipping through the Erfan magazines, she asked, "So, tell me about yourself. What did you
do in Iran? What are you planning to do here?"

With excitement, I replied, "I'm a painter! I paint on canvas and paper." As she lit her cigarette, she said with a strong
tone, "Well, that’s not a job. I'm a painter too, but painting isn’t a job. What do you do to make money?"

Her words hit me like a ton of bricks. I thought to myself, oh no, did I once again choose the wrong place to live? What
am I going to do now? How will I answer my mom, dad, and Amir? All these thoughts raced through my mind in a
split second. But I quickly composed myself and said, "I'm very smart and can learn anything quickly. If I need to stay
here, I'll learn whatever job is necessary."

I didn't want her to realize how her words had scared me. I quickly and anxiously followed, "Of course, I don't plan to
stay here anyway. I'm going back to Iran next week!"

She replied, "What? Why do you want to go back?"

I said, "I really miss Amir, my mom, and my dad. I can't stay here alone any longer!"

She took a long drag of her cigarette, put it in the ashtray, gripped her armrests, adjusted herself, and said, "Listen!
I haven't seen my eight-year-old child for a year and a half. My heart is breaking for her, but I don't show it and I'm

here preparing a life for her so I can bring her here and build a good future for us. And you say you miss your husband?
Well, tough! Everyone in Iran dreams of setting foot in America, and here you are, having come here so easy, and you
have the audacity to tell, you miss your husband! Who the hell cares!"

She then picked up a magazine from the table beside her, tossed it towards me, and said, "You can find a lot of houses
and rooms for rent in this magazine. You can call them one by one tomorrow morning and stay here until you get your
green card. Then you can go wherever you want. I leave for work early in the morning. I can drop you off at the
Starbucks nearby and will find something and go from there.” That was the last thing we said to each other that night.

The next morning, as I called one of the houses listed for rent, an elderly man answered the phone. I asked, "Is the
guest house still available for rent?"
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He replied, "Yes, several people have come and gone, but no one has taken it yet. Do you want to come see it now?"
Since I didn't have a car and wasn't familiar with the area, I called Elham and explained the situation. She said, "T'll
ask one of my friends to come pick you up and take you to see the house."

The house was beautiful and suitable, and the landlord, a kind Iranian man, after hearing my story, said that if I
wanted, I could start living there that very night. It was agreed that I would go back to Elham's place to get my
suitcases and return there. I went to Elham's, packed my bags, and waited for her to return from work. Once she was
sure I didn't need anything else for my move, she took me to the new place and left. After that night, I only saw Elham
once more, but the impact she had on my life was everlasting.

I left my homeland and arrived in Los Angeles airport with two suitcases and a backpack that I couldn't even lift on
my own, with countless dreams of success, holding art exhibitions, opening a gallery in Los Angeles and other states
across the U.S. As of today, eleven years into my immigration, I've accomplished all those goals. I have opened my
own art gallery and hold painting classes and art therapy workshops. Finally, after going through all the legal
processes, Amir arrived in Los Angeles, and we found our own home. My brother Hamed also joined us on this side of
the world. In all these years, I still haven't been able to return to Iran to see my mother and father in my birthplace.
Although this immigration was of my own choice, not a minute goes by that I don't miss Iran, the home I had there,

the atmosphere of the country where I was born and where my roots are.

Today, whenever I am away from my home in Los Angeles for any reason, I miss it and its streets, and when I return,
I feel at ease. But the deep longing I feel for Iran with all my heart is with me every second of every day. My home
here is beautiful, but this is not my land.

Iran is forever my homeland and motherland.

* Hanieh Mohammad Bagher holds a BA in Fine Arts and a BA in psychology from universities in Iran. She has worked as an international
artist for the past 25 years. She is a member of The American Art Therapists Association, holding classes in art and art therapy workshops
in her studio/gallery in Culver City.

(Translated from Persian to English)
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Music of My Heart
By Navah A. Rahbar*

In my life as a second generation Iranian American there is a lot of room to feel removed from Persian culture.
Especially while growing up in the United States and knowing that I have to balance two very different cultures—the
West and the East—or to make it even more complicated, the “American culture” and the “Persian culture.”

Looking back to my earliest memories of elementary school around age 6, I remember being very aware that I wasn’t
in the same boat as most of my classmates. Although there were a few Iranian students at my school, in some ways I
had a hard time relating to them, as well as relating to the all-American kids. Perhaps because my parents had left
Iran at a younger age compared to their parents, and because I was the youngest of my siblings, there was more
flexibility in my life. So, the other Iranian kids really didn’t know what to make of me and I felt foreign to the American
ones, too. My mom was friends with all the moms, but I always felt like I was too Iranian for the American kids and
too American for the Iranian ones.

Some of my Iranian friends would spend their summer vacation in Iran and had a better command of the language
and a different take on the culture than what I had learned at home. These kids called their mom’s friends “Khaleh”
(aunt) and male acquaintances “Amooh” (uncle), while I was still wondering why my mom’s friend referred to me as
“Khaleh Joon” (spoken as “dear auntie” but meaning “auntie’s dear”). I kept thinking to myself, “I am definitely not
your aunt, so what's your deal?”

With the Americans it also felt like I was different. My hair and skin tone were darker than most of my friends and—
let’s face it—I had way more arm hair. For them the Tuesday night before the first day of spring was just a normal day
and they would go to bed at 7:00pm as usual. But we would be celebrating the start of Persian New Year and our
house would be filled with friends and family, some that I only saw once a year, there would be small bonfires (carefully
lit and guarded by my father) in the middle of our backyard, and I would be jumping over the fire until 11:00pm. We
would eat traditional Persian New Year food and sweets, play music, sing, and dance all night. To make things easier
for me and both of my older siblings, my mom would come and explain the tradition of Norooz, the Persian New Year,
and Charshanbehsuri, the celebration of jumping over fire the Tuesday night before, to all my classmates. She would
play them the cartoon Babak & Friends: A First Norooz, a favorite of mine and most other Iranian American kids of
the same generation. She would bring with her Persian food and cookies, explain about the holiday, Persian culture
and history, and even teach all the kids how to grow Sabzi, the fun looking grass that is on every Persian Norooz table
to symbolize the coming of spring and rebirth. I don't really think any of the kids ever got it, but they seemed to enjoy
the festivities.

I was in high school before I was able to find friends who got me, my values, and my culture. And most of them were

not Iranian. These friends understood that Iranians are always running at least 30 minutes late, they appreciated
that being with family for events was more important than following a strict bedtime, and even enjoyed the stories of
how all Iranian children have fallen asleep on a couch or chair at some Khaleh or Amoo’s mehmooni (party), and their
parents used a coat or shawl to cover them until it was time to go home. But there are still some things that I truly
feel like only Iranians understand. Things like the significance of Norooz and how all the stories and traditions around
it are so deeply rooted in my identity. Americans may love listening to Christmas and holiday music throughout
December, and some confess that they like to listen to it year-round, but they will have a hard time understanding
how I enjoy listening to Shohreh’s “Ay Bote Bote” and “No Bahar,” two of the most famous Norooz related Persian
songs, all the time. Because as lovely as the song “I'll Be Home for Christmas” is, the Persian collective holiday music
is—in my opinion—so much better. I believe that a huge part of this is the poetry of the words and the way that the
Persian language flows so perfectly and harmoniously.

However, even though at times the boat that I find myself in feels a little less crowded than the others, I still feel
lucky. I may never have visited Iran, I can’t read or write Persian, and although I pretend that I'm fluent in Farsi, it
isn’t really true. Yet, I can still say that I have a strong connection to my Persian culture. The music, the poetry, and
the food made up key points of my childhood and continue to make up key points in my personality, particularly the
music. Artists such as Vigen, Aref, Hayedeh, and Mohammad Nouri make up most of my musical repertoire when the
mehmooni inevitably turns into a talent show and somehow my dad and I become one of the musical acts.

The connection I feel to the Persian culture seeps deeply into my life. So much so that when I moved for college, I felt
oddly alone in the fact that I knew no other Iranians, making my already sparse boat feel even emptier. It also didn’t
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help that I was a theater major and the last place one would look for other Iranian students on a college campus would
be the theater building. Still, that want for community took me to one of the most beautiful musical performances I've
seen. Music is a very important part of my existence and Persian music is a significant part of my daily life. For
example, Vigen’s music has consistently been part of my Spotify Wrapped since I first downloaded the app. I believe

it was a sweet miracle when on a walk around campus from the theater building to the shuttle stop, I noticed a small
sign, a literal sign, for an upcoming solo performance at the university’s Music Center of traditional Persian folk
music. So I got myself down to the Music Center and sat in blissful silence, listening to the classical sounds of the
culture that has influenced so much of my identity. The joy and peace it brought me transformed the lonely pit in my
stomach into something warm and safe. This experience made me fully aware that my Iranian identity is ingrained
close to my heart. It is a reminder of my grandfather’s anecdotes about working in the Tehran Bazaar, my uncle-in-
law’s mom reciting Persian poetry, my Maman telling me the stories of the Shahnameh, and my Baba singing Banan
songs as lullabies for me and my siblings. And I will always be thankful to my culture for the warmth, joy, and love.

*Navah A. Rahbar is a graduate of California State University, Long Beach and holds a bachelors in Theater Arts and Child
Development.
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Between Two Worlds

By Shervin Khorramian*

To be an immigrant is to be a child of two worlds and belong to neither. I was born a gypsy at heart. I am an Iranian
American, who was born in Germany, lived in Iran, but was raised in the U.S. In the first 10 years of my life, I lived
on three different continents and four different cities. It never really hit me that my family and I were immigrants
until we decided to settle in Los Angeles.

There were moments which reminded me that I was an immigrant, but in the beginning, I felt more like an exile than
an immigrant. We left Iran for a summer visit to the U.S. and before we could go back the Iranian Revolution had
broken out. We never had the chance to say goodbye or have closure. I was devastated to realize I would live in a
country where people did not speak Persian. I recall my earliest years trying to run away from school and head back
to Iran. That never materialized. Instead, I had to stick out and sit next to people who looked like aliens. On my first
day of elementary school in the U.S. I was seated between two boys. On my right sat Mark, who was so blond I thought
he was a ghost, and to my left sat Michael, who was so pasty I could see his veins. So, I called them Rag and Rouh,
the Persian words for vein and ghost!

And just when I thought I had settled into American culture and had erased the cultural divide, I was reminded yet
again, that I was an immigrant. In my late twenties, I was applying for computer programming jobs, but I would
never receive a call back for an in-person interview. There was one job that I really wanted, but the recruiter would
not take my calls. I finally managed to land a phone interview with her, and I so vividly remember that after the
interview ended, she concluded our phone call by saying, “Shervin, I have to admit; you speak such incredibly good
English for someone with such an unusual last name.”

What a gut punch. She had said the quiet part out loud, “I did not want to interview you because you are a foreigner.”
I remember recounting the story to my sister in absolute disbelief. Having faced the same issue in the acting world
she encouraged me to use our grandmother's last name, Michaels.

The next day I changed my last name on the resume to Michaels and emailed the same resume to the same recruiters.
To my surprise, within a couple of days my inbox was lit up with offers. That one comment from the recruiter opened
my eyes to a wall that I thought had long since crumbled. I made a commitment to myself to get into the system and
provide opportunities to others with “unusual last names” by opening doors for them. I was going to pay it forward.

I should have known that my last name was a hindrance, but I ignored it. I mean, even when I was in elementary
school in Iran, spelling my last name with that KH combination next to each other scared me. I always thought it
would have been much less scary if that H was never there. After all, how do you try to explain to Americans that a
K and an H combination create this whole new sound that they've never heard? It was so limiting. On the other hand,
my grandmother's last name has taken me further than I could have ever imagined. To this day my professional last
name is Michaels, and I've learned that being inside a system lets me change it and help others.

I think as human beings we like nothing more than to fit in. That is even more so when you are an immigrant in a
new culture, and even more so when you are a teenager. Put all those together, and coming out of the closet can be a
scary task. To be gay in the 80s was to be hated by everyone.

That message was brought home when I was coming out to the Iranian community here in L.A. and it shocked me to
see that they would completely reject me. When I was in Iranian spaces, I was rejected because I was gay, and when
I was in American spaces I was rejected or not understood because I was Iranian and gay. I couldn’t believe how
creative some of these grade schooler’s insults were about Iranians.

When I hit my early teen years, my gay rose to the surface and walked 10 feet in front of me. There was no hiding it.
Not that I didn’t try. In school it was the start of almost 8 years of being bullied and it didn’t end until I entered
college. The bullying was very hard to take. It was just everywhere: in classes, in the hallways, on the playground, on
the way to school, on the way home, on the bus. It was a daily barrage of verbal, mental, and sometimes physical
assaults. I couldn’t understand why.

Eventually I numbed myself to words and everything around me so I wouldn’t let the pain in. But what I really did is
not let the good in either, because I was so afraid to let anyone in and have them hurt me. It was a really difficult time
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for me that carried into high school and adulthood. A tidal wave of hate followed me throughout junior high. What felt
so lonely was the lack of support. I didn’t feel like I had anyone to talk to. There was no one to tell my story to, no one
I could share the hardship with. Things were no better at home. My parents fought a lot, and it left very little space
for my sister and I to share and grow. Even if I could, what was I to say to my parents, that I am being harassed
because I am gay? Their rejection of me and the loss of their love was something I was not ready for.

The fights, the name-calling, the loneliness, had all made me suicidal throughout junior high and high school.
Ironically, it was my immigrant background that saved me. Getting good grades in school was the ultimate acceptance
in a Persian family. Showing off my good grades was such a boost. My grades were the only thing I had to latch on to
that gave me worth in a world that told me I was worthless because I was gay.

Life was better in high school. I was less suicidal and more engaged. Once I started playing tennis I found friends and
they gave me hope. I took comfort in my best friend, Marjan. If it weren’t for her, I am not sure I would have done as
well in high school or gone through some of the life-changing experiences that I had. There was still the bullying and
name-calling I had to deal with, but it was better than junior high.

It took me a while to understand that junior high and high school were a lost cause. A few years after coming out of
the closet, I wrote off my grade school years in L.A. and closed the chapter on that part of my life. Eight years
completely written off. It felt good to break from the hurt and pain. It was a new beginning. A gift that I never thought
I would get.

When I came out of the closet in college, I realized that my adoptive country was more welcoming and embracing of
who I was than my own culture, friends, or family. It was so much easier to become American when there were such
binary choices. On the one hand I could hold on to my Iranian identity and live in a world where I am an outcast,
alienated, and alone. On the other hand, I could lean into my American side and live a life that was inclusive, happy,
and unalone. To be gay showed me the cultural divide more than anything else. What I found most compelling as an
immigrant in the U.S. was how much my adopted country embraced my queer identity, but my own culture made
every effort to reject me.

I thought, if T follow my true north, then life would follow. That’s why I started working in the gay rights movement,
and eventually started Raha, an Iranian queer organization. I was so proud and honored to lead my fellow Iranian
queers to a better life. I wanted other Iranians to know what it feels like to feel validated, be seen, and be
acknowledged. But above all, what it feels like to be known for who you are. And then it happened. On Gay Pride Day,
June 28, 2021, more than two decades after I had closed the book on all that had happened to me in grade school and
more than three decades after I had graduated high school and left all that world behind, I received an apology letter
from one of my grade school “tormentors.”

The apology was short, dense, and very unexpected. He told me of how much he regretted what he had done and how
he had suffered some sleepless nights thinking about his past actions. In the few minutes that it took me to read that
letter, I felt nostalgia, happiness, sadness, empathy, and validation. But above all, I felt empathy and compassion for
this man.

For years I had looked at the bullying that happened to me in grade school only from my perspective. It never occurred
to me that the bullies ever understood what they had done or even would carry their actions with them into adulthood.
Some of them might even have gay kids, and every time they look at their child, they will be reminded of what they
did. I guess it’s true: life does work itself out.

What surprised me was when he said that the parents and adults were talking. I didn’t think I was the topic of
conversation at people’s homes or dinner tables, but I guess I was. Even at home the parents were reinforcing their
kids how to hate. No wonder my classmates were so emboldened and open about their hatred. And no wonder so many
knew who I was. There were schoolmates whom I had never seen, and they knew I was the gay kid and should be
hated. Only when I received Max’s (not his real name) message did it dawn on me how much they wanted to forget
about me. Looking back on it now, it makes sense that they would want to erase what they did. It reminds me of the
old expression: “The people who have wronged you, will do everything they can to avoid you.”

I had thought for years about how I was treated in grade school. I had wanted to put the whole ordeal behind me, and
I realized that the best way to do that was to understand that we were all kids, they meant no harm and they shouldn’t
be held to such a harsh standard. There will always be bullies. So now I make up for it by standing up to the bullies.
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I am not sure what would have happened to me if I had been in Iran and tried to come out. What I do know is that
the life that I created here has been very fulfilling. I've had a chance to create a meaningful life, and I'm surrounded
by friends, family, and a community that I have helped foster and grow. I am so thankful that I made it this far.
After more than four decades in America I am still a mixed bag of the world I left behind and the world that I adopted.
To this day, when people ask me where I'm from, I pause to answer Germany, Iran, or Washington D.C. I still love
Persian food (tea and sweets) and especially large Persian gatherings. I still take off my shoes when I walk into
someone's home. And I still greet people with kisses on each side of their cheeks. (I miss sometimes and get into an
accidental lip lock...it happens!) And I still tarof even though I keep promising that I won't do it.

I love the freedom, individuality and self-sufficiency that the American culture has taught me. I still get choked up
when I think of the opportunities that the U.S. has given me. Of all the countries I have lived in, I really cherish what
I have here. My adopted country has given me a chance to explore myself and find out who I am without the fear that
I will be persecuted or killed because of my Identity.

I had always hoped to help Iranians in Iran in their coming out process. But the U.S. has given me a chance to give
back to Iranians here and to make a difference in the lives of American and Iranian LGBTQ by pushing our civil rights
forward. People ask me why I started Raha or why I became an activist. I tell them it's not me who's doing the work.
It's not the person standing in front of you who wants to show you a better path, but that 13-year-old Iranian gay
immigrant who's been through so much.

*Shervin Khorramian is the founder and executive director of Raha International, an organization dedicated to promoting equality
for Iranian LGBTQ. He is the Director of Finance for a local travel and tourism company.
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Our Immigrant Stories

The Most American Thing I've Ever Done

By: Pantea Ommi*

What’s it like going to school as an Iranian born girl in an Iran-Contra America? With my olive skin, wide nose, and
the kind of name you don’t find on a keychain — it’s hard to fit in. At an age where we define our individuality by
surrounding ourselves with people we are most like, all any teenager really wants to do is fit in. And I am like very
few other people in my school.

There are a handful of other Persians. Two to be exact. But I don’t let myself get too close to them. In my mind they’re
just - oo Persian. Not afraid of their slight accents, strange names, and the strong smell that arises when they open
their lunch bags. So proudly Persian — I don’t even understand it. And I don’t want people to think I’'m like that. I
want to be American. And to build a place for myself in this country, I must forget who I am.

One day one of these proudly Persian classmates approaches me, calling out my name with the perfect pronunciation
I only ever hear in my own home. He speaks loudly, in a voice that is not ashamed of his words. And with each word
my body gets smaller and smaller — trying to distance myself from what he’s saying.

“Pantea, next month is the Persian New Year, and it’s on a Monday. So I was gonna go to the principal and ask for us
to have the day off. It's an important holiday. It’s basically our Christmas. Wanna come with me to talk to him?”

What I wanna say is, “It is literally nothing like Christmas. There are no trees, no pretty lights, no brown paper
packages tied up in string, no doorbells and sleigh bells, literally none of my favorite things. I'm not gonna ask for the
day off so everyone can know exactly how Persian I am.”

What I actually say is, “Ummm...yeah...no...I don’t think so. I have a ton of work to do and I can’t afford to like, miss
a day of school for some dumb Persian holiday.”
This becomes the hill I stand on to display my American-ness.

But no matter what I do to pledge my allegiance to all things American — choosing to go by an American name in
school, staying out of the sun to keep my skin white — there is one way I will never be like the other kids in school. My
dad lives in another country. A country I was taken away from one night — not knowing I would never return.

My parents aren’t divorced, like some of my other friends. But that’s the story I tell them — to bridge the gap between
our differences. The reality is my dad is in Iran. While he encouraged my mom to take me and run away from the
revolution, he did not come on the journey to America with us. Both he and my mom fill me with promises that he will
come “tomorrow.” But after years of this promise I start to wonder if they know what the word “tomorrow” means.
Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow has gone by - and he still hasn’t come.

Maybe he’s been traumatized by the time he spent as a political prisoner at the top of the revolution, punished for the
crime of working for a government that’s no longer in power and his experiences broke his soul and stole the courage
he needs to come to America without my mom at his side helping him figure it all out.

Or maybe he just doesn’t love me enough to come.

Whatever the reason, the only relationship I have with my father is weekly phone calls — on which I feel like we are
growing farther and farther apart. Conversations where he asks me questions in a Farsi I’'m forgetting how to speak,
and I answer him in an English he doesn’t understand.

“Alo? Panni joon? Sedahm meeyad? Akh joon, bemeeram bara in sedaht. Enghad delam barrat tang shoudeh.
Meedounee cheghad dooset daram? Agar meetoonestam hamin allahn meeyoomadam palloot.”

(“Hello? Panni dear? Can you hear me? Oh dear, I die for this voice of yours. I have missed you so much. Do you know
how much I love you? If I could, I would come to you right this second.”)

I'm so tired of conversations like this. Fake conversations about fake proclamations of love and fake promises of
reuniting. I barely understand what he’s saying. I've been refusing to speak Farsi with anyone and am slowly
forgetting how to speak it. I only speak English now. And everyone says my English is really good - that I don’t have
an accent at all. They say I sound American. They don’t realize what I have lost to gain this perfect diction. My
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grandparents don’t speak English, so I can’t talk to them anymore. My dad doesn’t speak English, so I can’t talk to
him anymore. I'm in exile from my homeland - and now in exile from my family.

The farther I run from everything I am the farther I run from everything I feel. Until one day I start to feel nothing

at all. A general numbness settles in. And now I'm in exile from my emotions. An emptiness I've fully created for
myself. An emptiness that leaves me yearning for something to feel - anything. So, I force a feeling on myself, and the
feeling I run to is pain. Because it’s the only one I'm worthy of. And the pain I turn to is a self-inflicted physical one:
cutting.

Cutting makes me feel powerful because it’s something I can control. I decide when to start and when to end. I decide
if it’s a fresh cut or if I go over a scabbed wound. The choice is mine. My blade usually goes to my thighs, or the sides
of my arms — places I can easily hide with pants and long sleeves. This time it moves to my wrists. I don’t have
depression. I have the greatest friends in the world, a family that loves me. My mom works so hard to give me
everything I ask for.

It’s not that I want to die - it’s that I don’t know how to live. I'm failing at everything and I don’t know what to do
about it. I'm not as smart as my friends. I'm not as pretty as my aunts. I'm so...average. I've been hiding myself for so
long, pretending to be something else, I don’t even know who I am anymore — or how to get back to myself. I've dug
a hole so deep climbing out of it seems impossible. And death looks like the easiest way out.

The skin around the wrist is thinner than the thighs, but somehow harder to cut. I'm not sure if it’s the skin or my
fear. And all I'm really doing is making a mess without ever actually hitting a vein, until my mom comes home from
work and her screams snap me back to reality.

“Cheekahr dahree meekonee? (What are you doing?) How can you do this to me? Toh keh nemeekhay khodetoh
bekoshee. (You don’t want to kill yourself.) This is just an accident.” You can hear her holding back tears through her
shouting.

“It’s not an accident” I shout back. “I wish I were dead! How much more obvious can I make this? What’s the point
anyway? It’s not like anyone wants me. You keep saying my dad will come “tomorrow.” You’ve been saying that for 10
years - and guess what?! HE'S NOT COMING! Because he doesn’t think I'm worth coming for. If my own dad doesn’t
love me enough to stay in my life, who possibly could?” I feel so alone.

Something suddenly changes in her, a gentleness that only comes with sorrow. And she sits next to me.

“Panni joon. Your father does love you. He loves you so very much. I don’t know why he won’t come to us. I know these
years have been hard for you. They have been hard for both of us. And for him, too. When we talk to him on the phone
- the sound in his voice - that is not the man I married. I don’t know what they did to him in prison, but he sounds
broken. Different. You know, I was always the one who made him leave the house. To go to parties or go away for the
weekend. He would never do these things on his own. What I mean is .... What I try to say is ... he is not coming to
America not because he does not love you, but because he is scared. And alone.”

We all feel alone. My dad is in exile from his family. My mom is in exile from the happiest life she’s ever known. And
I'm in exile from myself.

We never talk about this day again because that’s the true Persian way - to sweep the trauma underneath our perfectly
woven silken rugs. But she does secretly send me to a therapist so I can get the healing I need. And that is a very big
step out of the Perfect Persian Box. And, you know what? Going to a therapist, it’s like the most American thing I've
ever done.

*Pantea Ommi is an actor and writer with a passion for classical theatre. She holds an MFA in Theatre (with a focus on
Shakespeare) from the University of Alabama, and an MBA from UC Irvine.
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Our Immigrant Stories

Arrived in Champaign
By Zahra Dowlatabadi Beihold*

As an Iranian student living abroad, my life changed instantly on Nov. 4, 1979. Fifty-two American diplomats and
citizens are held hostage in the US Embassy in Tehran by a group of militarized Iranian college students.

“WHAT?” I asked the TV. I was horrified to see images of blindfolded men with their hands tied behind their backs.
What happened to our nation’s favorite pastime, extreme hospitality? I couldn’t begin to understand this piece of news.

I'd come to the US only three months earlier. I arrived in Champaign-Urbana in August of 1979 to attend the
University of Illinois. Despite my deep dive in American-made entertainment content, I found myself in a space that
felt very foreign. Outside, there were flat lands with cornfields as far as the eye could see, and on the inside, my
understanding of the idioms and cultural references was limited. My navigational skills were highly impaired.

So, when November 4th arrived, I couldn’t yet fully understand what Walter Cronkite’s words on the CBS Evening
News meant. Anemic jokes about riding camels and all of us Iranians having private oil wells in our backyards
vanished. It was as though we were directly involved in taking hostages. Their action was our action because, after
all, we shared the same nationality. The University Staff told all Iranian students to meet at Kenney Gym at 3 pm to
be interviewed by the US Government Authorities. There were roughly 150 of us. Being collected so briskly definitely
felt strange, but meeting at a gym couldn’t be that bad, could it? I asked myself, “What are they going to do? Line us
up against the wall and throw medicine balls at us?” No. But, we were asked to put our hands on the Bible and swear
to tell nothing but the truth. I wanted to remind the authorities of our country’s new name, Islamic Republic of Iran,
but I thought better of it. They were doing the best they knew how. For reference, we don’t swear on the Quran for
any reason, so even if they switched the literature, all it would do was remind us of the court scenes in Perry Mason,
which was dubbed into Persian and aired weekly on Iranian National Television.

A few days later, I was cornered by a young woman I'd just met in Sociology 101. She shared that she was worried
about me and asked if I wanted to hide at her family’s farm until the hostilities subsided. I was deeply touched by her
offer, but I declined. I had no sense of how long this stalemate was going to last. But for the Indian and Pakistani
male students, it was a very different story. Angry Illinoisans specifically targeted these young men for their darker
skin and beat them up regularly. Walter Cronkite would start the news every night counting each day that had passed
since the initial embassy takeover, and every time I heard the number, I wanted to sink deeper into the ground from
pure shame. When and why did we become hostage takers?

Then Thanksgiving arrived, a tradition I was not familiar with. My friend Megan invited my mother and I to join her
family. We were excited by the invitation to this new experience, and found our way to Assumption, Illinois. The feast
was extensive. Persian hospitality is ingrained in us, so I was used to a table covered with food from top to bottom,
but this was a first in the US. As we sat down, Megan’s father asked us to hold hands so we could all pray and give
our thanks. While graciously acknowledging the reasons we should express our gratitude, he finished his prayer with
“...and Lord, let’s nuke Eye-ran and be done with it! Amen.” I looked at my mother and she looked back at me. Do we
leave the table now? Does he know he has Eye-ranians sitting at his Thanksgiving Table? She picked up her fork and
we both pretended to eat.

The hostages were finally released 444 days later on the day Ronald Reagan was inaugurated, January 20, 1981. Was
the release of the hostages postponed until this dramatic moment could be juxtaposed directly after the swearing on
the Bible by President Reagan taking the oath of office? This kind of historic choreography doesn’t happen in a
vacuum. We were fed non-stop news of hostility in the media between the US and Iran, and yet there must have been
negotiations taking place behind closed doors between the two countries. It was probably the Islamic Republic of Iran
wanting to add insult to injury and humiliate President Carter for optimal tit for tat results. But wasn’t it Carter’s
refusal to support the Shah instrumental in paving the path for Khomeini to become, ‘The Supreme Leader’?

I find the longer I live in the USA, the more vital it is to accept the duality of my existence here. As Iranians, we
certainly have a laundry list of all the many ways United States has impacted our country, and given half a chance,
we are ready to recite the dates and events. Yet, I was devastated when my best American friend asked me, “Why
don’t you go back to Iran if you hate it here so much?” I didn’t expect her of all people to confront me with that question.
I came to understand she wasn’t being rude; she was being honest. Her question hit very hard, but it also woke me
up. We seem all too eager to point fingers at the American and the British Governments meddling at key moments in
our history, but their involvement was ultimately facilitated by us.
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“Make everyone proud of Iran through your actions.” Those were my great grandmother’s last words to me before I
left for a boarding school in Scotland at age 12. She was the gentlest person I knew, and this was the first time I had
heard her make a specific request. I looked at her not knowing how to carry out this mission, but it made me realize
that now it wasn’t just me. I was going to be seen as a representation of my country.

A decade later, my father asked me on the phone if I had said anything bad about Iran. What could I have said that

triggered this question? I assured him that, whenever I was asked what my plans were, I said I would return home
after I got my Masters. Later, I discovered that when my father, who was helping with my university tuition, requested
the governmental exchange rate (7 Tomans to a 1 Dollar), the government official asked if I was a good Muslim. Then
he showed my father pictures of me — wearing shorts — in Los Angeles. (I was most likely washing my car!) Well, no
pious Muslim woman would wear shorts, so the special Toman to Dollar exchange rate was no longer available to my
father. I hadn’t realized that the Islamic Republic of Iran’s eyes were chasing me and photographing me in Los
Angeles. Initially, I was horrified that I was being spied on. But instead of getting paranoid about who was following
me, I decided that we all need money, and someone was able to pay their bills by tracking and taking photos of Iranians
abroad. My father would have had to pay the non-governmental exchange rate, which was 10,000% higher, to continue
to help with school. Unsustainable. Fortunately, I was offered a teaching assistant position, and therefore able to start
standing on my own two feet.

Years later, I started to build a career in animation. Easy to envy from back home, but the duality of the two places
stayed with me. I was working as an art coordinator on an animated TV series where I shared an office with two
elderly American men who were well-known in the animation industry. One day one of them asked me if I wanted to
hear a joke. I nodded yes. He asked, “What is worse than having AIDS?” Ahhh, that was the first line of his joke, I
thought. I asked, “What do you mean?” And he burst out laughing and blurted, “Being born an Iranian!” The other
colleague laughed, too. Was there a joke there somewhere?1 missed it. Part of me wanted to debate Michael on behalf
of all individuals who were afflicted with AIDS. But I looked at him and realized that his being Polish, having severe
atopic dermatitis, and being obese probably made him a target of many jokes. This was his chance at being a bully, so
let’s let him.

I was relieved to get a break from tone deaf cultural jokes’, and more importantly, to head home for the first time in
20 years. On the flight to Tehran, there was an announcement that we had entered the air space for the Islamic
Republic of Iran. I had no idea until that moment that when there was no war, a nation’s official boundaries went so
far up into the sky! How far up do they go? We were told that now we had to abide with the rules and regulations of
the Islamic Republic of Iran, and so all women aged nine and above had to cover themselves. Age nine and above? I
don’t recall feeling like a woman when I turned 9, but okay, while in Iran do as Iranians do.

Going through the airport was inefficient. We had to have our passport checked at multiple stations, including a hole
in the wall with opaque glass. Whoever was working on the other side of the glass couldn’t be seen. Was this hole in
the wall meant to scare the passengers? Is this how the Islamic Republic of Iran greeted all travelers? What happened
to our extreme hospitality? Is this where I was born?

Seeing my family and feeling my father’s warm embrace at the end of this long, unusual arrival was the most soothing
and fulfilling experience imaginable. We walked to the parking lot, and I thought this is what Cuba must look like —
no sign of any new cars in sight. A stark contrast to the US. Who cares? I was only too happy to see familiar sights
and be in my family’s company. It was the early hours of the morning and I promptly fell asleep when we reached
home. Suffering from jet lag by the time I woke up, the day was almost done, and my face hurt. I realized the pain
was caused by my smiling the entire time while I had been asleep. That sense of internal fulfillment being back in
Iran was a unique kind of happiness. Of course, I was eager to meet family and friends and see all the faces I had
missed for so long. The incredible hospitality and kindness shown to me was overwhelming and deeply appreciated.

One sunny afternoon, my father asked if I wanted to visit our old friends from my childhood. I called the wife Auntie
because of how close a friend she was to my mother, and I didn’t know the husband, Mr. K, as well, but he was
considered an intellectual’s intellectual. He owned a bookshop which apparently was a sanctuary for the literati. I
was excited to see them. After welcoming us into their home, Mr. K asked, “Where do you work?” I shared that I
worked at an animation studio at Universal Studios. He shouted, “THE UNIVERSAL?” I laughed and nodded proudly.
Mr. K then asked, “Is this THE Universal Studios we all know, because you can’t possibly be working at THE
Universal Studios.” I was puzzled. I looked to my father, hoping he could explain. But my father quickly switched
subjects. As soon as we got back in the car, my father turned to me and apologized on behalf of our old friend. Somehow
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this extraordinarily gifted intellectual could not envision my success. He simply refused to acknowledge my holding a
job at a globally known studio. Somehow my work success was his loss, so he had to find a way to smear it. If the very
best of us, the one who reads the most, HAS to put me down, what are our chances of ever being able to lift each other
up? This question haunts me to this day.

I was fortunate to visit Iran a few times during the 1990s. The last time I visited Iran was in 1998 and I came back to
the US with a different perspective. For the first time, I felt that I was both leaving home and coming home because
I'd gotten married, and my family unit now spread across oceans. My roots will always be from my Iranian family —
the teacher, the writer, the community activist, the poet, the mayor, the publisher, the social entrepreneur and the
doctor. I was originally sent abroad with every intention that I go back and serve Iran.

For decades, I felt tremendously guilty not to have gone back. So, I had to widen my lens because in fact, I can serve
both Iran and US wherever I am, even more so when I am amongst individuals who are curious to learn, and actively
eager to support each other. There is no competition. We are all in it together.

*Zahra Dowlatabadi Beihold is a writer/producer and a part-time trash picker. She volunteers at Human Library Organization
which publishes people as open books to challenge stereotypes and prejudice through dialogue. You can learn more about her work
by visiting www.zahradowlatabadi.com
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Our Immigrant Stories

Whatever Will Be, Will Be Fine
By Mojgan Moghadam Rahbar*

My daughter had just turned four and was getting ready to start preschool at an all-American private school. This
should not sound odd since she was born in Los Angeles, and we lived in America. Yet the beauty of our lives in Los
Angeles was, and is, that Iranians have managed to transport all things Persian and Iranian to this part of the world.
She had attended an Iranian preschool part time for the previous six months and the fact that I was now the mother
of a child who will be going to school full time was a shock!

The American school was very different compared to the Iranian, all Persian speaking, Norooz celebrating, rice and
chicken lunch serving preschool that she had attended. And they were both extremely different from the kindergarten
I had attended at age five in Iran. Even though I had experienced middle school and high school in Los Angeles I had
very little knowledge of how a parent of a preschool student should behave. The only thing that I was sure of was that
I would be a hands-on and involved parent, like the parents of my American peers, and not like my own parents who
had no idea about my classes or teachers or what I did all day at school, due to the language barrier and culture shock
that they had experienced.

My daughter’s transition to preschool was effortless. Even though we only spoke Persian at home and she was raised
to respect and know all about the Iranian culture, traditions and customs, she was still fluent in English thanks to
watching TV and her interactions with our younger family members. Her sense of curiosity, wit and outgoing
personality made it easy for her to feel comfortable in the classroom and make friends. Eventually she was the one
who decided it was time for her to have a playdate with one of her classmates and I was eager to do my best to make
her feel at ease and fit in.

The friend she had chosen was a sweet girl, with as close a background to us that she could find in the small school
she attended. The little girl was from a Jewish family, the same as us, and her parents and maternal grandparents
had moved to Los Angeles from New York for work. So, in my daughter's head, her new friend was the child of
immigrants, just like us!

Brittany was the youngest child in her family, with two older siblings, each two years apart. Her mother was about
15 years older than me. She had stopped working with her husband after the birth of their second child in order to be
a full time mom, and was planning to go back to work as soon as she was able. She was excited that I was also a stay-
at-home mom, unlike most of the parents at the school. As our children’s two hour play date started, we both noticed
that our similarities ended right there!

To begin with, she was on time! No fifteen minute grace period, and definitely not Iranian standard time! She walked
in as I was cooking dinner and the first thing she commented on were the foreign smells of the food on the stove,
perhaps it was Kotlet or Ghormeh Sabzi? I can’t recall. That was ok though, since Americans seem to enjoy the exotic
nature of Persian food, at least I hoped! As it was customary with young kids, she was not going to drop off her
daughter and would stay with us for the duration of the two hours. I had prepared for this by having hot tea and some
sweets ready for the adults and some healthy snacks for the kids. She was pleasantly surprised by this and we sat at
the kitchen table while our daughters enthusiastically started their play time.

The conversation flowed easily; she was charmed by some of the Iranian decorative pieces around the house, and
surprised that Iran has had such a historically significant Jewish population. I did remind her of the popular Jewish
holiday of Purim, where the Persian Jewish queen Esther saves the lives of all Jews from the machinations of the evil
minister Hamman by appealing to the King of Persia, and its religious and cultural significance. She had not put two
and two together to notice that Persian and Iranian Jews were the same and was surprised to find that in Iran we did
not dress up for this holiday as if it were Halloween, as they do in the West, and that we consider the holiday as a
very serious event, not just a funny story with a villain, a king, and a queen.

“I mean you don’t really believe that a king ordered his queen to be killed and just married the first beautiful girl that
was introduced to him without even knowing or caring that she was Jewish. And that she couldn’t just go talk to him
and was afraid for her life if he got angry that she walked in without asking for an audience in advance!” she said
with a benevolent smile.

I smiled back and let the subject pass, not wanting to remind her about the six wives of Henry VIIIL. As far as I was
concerned this was one of the best stories in Jewish history, since the king was kind, and the true hero was a woman.
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She continued with the topic of religion by asking me about our plans regarding my daughter’s Bat Mitzvah ceremony
and celebration. I was surprised by the question since our kids were only four years old and we had at least nine more
years to think about this wonderful event in their lives. She noticed my surprise and went on to tell me that all three
of her children had started Hebrew school at age three and all of them already had the date of their Bat or Bar Mitzvah
ceremony reserved at the temple. She had already let all the family members know, as the kids had cousins in different
states and everyone wanted to make sure that the dates didn’t overlap.

As she mentioned her kids’ Hebrew school I was once again reminded of the strange and interesting fact that I, and
so many Iranian immigrants like me, constantly carry the weight and beauty of three different cultures on our
shoulders. We are Iranian, Jewish, and American. At that time, I was the editor of a Persian/English monthly
magazine published by an Iranian American Jewish nonprofit organization. I remember that at every event and
function we had to put the American, Israeli, and Iranian flag on the stage and behind the speakers. At one point the
venue management reminded us that we also must put the flag of the state of California up there as well and we all
smiled! The colorful flags were beautiful, and each represented a true part of our identity, but carrying all those parts
can also seem a bit daunting at times. So, here I was trying to decide if I should also put my daughter in Hebrew
school, as well as the Persian school, right away or wait till she was a bit older and needed to get ready for her Bat
Mitzvah, which was such a longtime away. Would we even be here in the same city, state or even country by the time
she is 13-years-old? My whole world had changed by the time I reached that age.

Since we had at least another hour before the play date was over, I figured we had enough time for me to find out
more about the surprising inner confidence Brittany’s mother showed about the future. At the time I was not aware
of how my family’s immigration from Iran to the U.S. had affected me in so many ways. My parents immigrated from
Iran when I was 12-years-old. Unlike many other Iranian immigrants, my family had chosen to move to Los Angeles
before the Revolution, but we still had a house in Iran and the plan was for my father to continue his business of trade
between Iran and the United States. We had planned to live in Iran every summer, and I was promised that I could
go back to Iran and attend university since I loved Persian literature and writing. I never got the chance to find out if
these promises were real or just given to make a 12-year-old less anxious about a difficult move. Less than a year after
our move, the Iranian Revolution changed all our plans, and my father was never able to go back to Iran, let alone to
continue doing business between the two countries.

At that moment I was not aware of why I had felt so shocked by this mother’s trust in making such plans so many
years in advance. I wanted to figure out why it was that I had a hard time planning my daughter’s fifth birthday, but
she was already planning her daughter’s Bat Mitzvah? My new friend was more than happy to tell me about her
family. Their roots being Russian and German and the fact that all her family members and acquaintances lived in
New York since the mid 1800’s. She had some close friends and some extended family members who were Holocaust
survivors, but none of her close family members had experienced it. She had decided to move to Los Angeles because
her husband’s firm had opened an office here and they liked the weather. Since she only had a younger brother who

had married a lady from Boston and lived there, her parents had decided to follow their daughter’s family to Los
Angeles. They had been living in L.A. since the birth of their first child and had some family members here as well.

Both my daughter and I enjoyed the play date. She liked her friend and I had learned that not everyone in this world
has extreme anxiety about the future! That night as I lay in my bed reading, I remembered a conversation I had with
my grandfather when I was 16-years-old. I had recently gotten my driver’s license and had driven my younger sister
for a visit to our grandparents’ house. Unlike my parents, my grandparents had been forced to flee Iran and move to
L.A. after the revolution. I enjoyed visiting them, but also felt sad about the way my grandfather had been forced to

stay at home at an age that was too early for retirement but too late for starting all over. An age when learning a new
language and coming to terms with a new culture and way of life seemed almost impossible, but there was still so
much he could have done had he stayed in his homeland. I was homesick for Iran, the country of my birth. I had been
living in our beautiful home in Los Angeles for four years but was constantly pining for my bedroom in Iran. I
constantly reminded myself that even though I was nervous, I had been excited about our move to the U.S. and
reuniting with my older brother. He had moved to L.A. the year before for school and had told me all about how schools
in America were easier and happier places compared to those in Iran. He was not wrong about that, but I had not said
goodbye to Iran. I had not brought my favorite dolls or books or clothes with me when we left because we were supposed
to go back. To make matters worse, the news coming from Iran was unbearable. I craved to speak Farsi and would
read any Persian book that I could get my hands on. I wore Persian motif clothing and decorated my room with all
kinds of old and new Iranian furniture and crafts. Visiting my grandparents’ house was a way for me to connect to
what I was missing.
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This particular day, as I walked into their house my grandfather gestured to me to sit beside him by his favorite chair,
where he would comb through all the Persian publications that he could get his hands on, much like me. He smiled
and asked if I was okay. I gave him the usual answer, “Yes, thank you I am fine.” He looked at me intently and said,
“T have noticed a sadness about you these days. You don’t laugh and engage with the other children as much anymore.
I know you are growing up but at your age you should be so much more passionate about life.” I was trying hard not
to cry and all I could say was, “What is there to be passionate about?”

He nodded with understanding in his eyes and a kind smile on his lips and said, “You can’t give into sadness and
despair. I know that everything seems very difficult right now but you have to be positive. You know what my motto
has been all my life? I read this somewhere once when I was a young man, feeling melancholy and hopeless, I can’t
remember who said it, but it has always helped me: ‘Make plans for your life as if you are sure to live for another
100 years but enjoy your life as if you might die tomorrow! You have so much to be happy about, stop worrying
about what may or may not happen.”

I carried my grandfather’s words with me throughout my teenage years and beyond, and this short but valuable
conversation started me on a lifelong journey of self-reflection and awareness. Since that long ago day I have found
the quote and the name of the man whom my grandfather could not recall. The following words were written by
Benjamin Franklin: “Work as if you were to live a thousand years, play as if you were to die tomorrow.” The irony
being that my grandfather, who always quoted poems from Omar Khayyam and Hafez to remind us about the
deeper meaning of life and our emotions, had unconsciously chosen the words of one of the founding fathers of the
United States of America to cheer me up and give me a lesson in life.

That night before falling asleep I acknowledged that Brittany’s mom was doing exactly what my grandfather had
urged me to do and what Benjamin Franklin had written, and what appears in almost every verse of poetry by
Khayyam or Hefez or Rumi, as well as different parts of the Jewish teachings. Be grateful for what you have, even if
it is celebrating three different New Year’s, trying to fit into three different communities, and trying to find the
balance between three different cultures and people. Just remember that we are here to enjoy and play the game of
life with love and passion, so we must not let ourselves get tangled in old traumas, but instead celebrate every
second of life, the difficult and the easy times, right now and forever and choose joy.

“Since all that IS is only as permanent as holding the wind in your hands
Since there is in all that IS only depletion and defeat
It is as if all that IS in this Universe is not
Then surmise, all that is not in the Universe, IS”
Hakim Omar Khayam

*Mojgan Moghadam Rahbar has a BA in Journalism from CSUN, working as a freelance journalist, writer, editor, translator and
producer while being a fulltime wife, mother, and sister!
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LOS ANGELES COUNTY

DEPARTMENT OF
MENTAL HEALTH

recovery. wellbeing.

FOR MENTAL HEALTH RESOURCES AND SUPPORT,
PLEASE CALL

OUR 24/7 HELP LINE AT (800) 854-7771

The LACDMH Help Line serves as the primary entry point for mental health
services with the Los Angeles County Department of Mental Health.

Services provided by our Help Line staff include:

-« Access Line for Service Referrals, Crisis Assessments and Field
Deployments — available 24/7 (option 1 when calling the Help Line)

m  Mental health screening and assessment
m  Referral to a service provider

= Crisis counseling

= Mobilizing field response teams

= Linkages to other services and resources

- Emotional Support Warm Line with Trained Active Listeners —
available 10:30 a.m. to 9 p.m. daily (option 2 when calling the Help
Line)

- Veteran Line for Mental Health Support and Connection to Veteran
Programs — available 9 a.m. to 8 p.m. daily (option 3 when calling
the Help Line)


https://dmh.lacounty.gov/veterans
https://dmh.lacounty.gov/veterans

Additional Mental Health helplines and resources:

988 Suicide & Crisis Lifeline A national network of local crisis centers that provides free
and confidential emotional support to people in suicidal crisis or emotional distress 24/7
throughout the U.S. via phone call, text messaging, or online chat. (

Crisis Text Line: Text “LA” to 741741
Connect with a trained crisis counselor to receive free crisis support via text message.

Disaster Distress Helpline: (800) 985-5990

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) Disaster
Distress Helpline provides crisis counseling and support to people experiencing
emotional distress related to natural or human-caused disasters.

Trevor Project Lifeline: (800) 788-7386
The TrevorLifeline provides support to LGBTQ youths and allies in crisis or in need of a

safe and judgment-free place to talk.

Substance Abuse Service Helpline: (844) 804-7500
Operated by the Los Angeles County Department of Public Health, this hotline provides
screening, resources and service referrals regarding substance use disorders.

211 LA County: Dial 2-1-1 within Los Angeles County

211 LA County is the hub for all types of health, human and social services in Los
Angeles County, providing callers with information and referrals to the services that best
meet their needs.

L.A. Found: (833) 569-7651 or LAFound @wdacs.lacounty.gov

L.A. Found is a countywide initiative to help locate individuals who wander due to
dementia, Alzheimer’s, autism or other cognitive impairing conditions. Watch this video
to learn more about L.A. Found.

National Alliance on Mental lliness (NAMI): (800) 950-6264
NAMI is the nation’s largest grassroots mental health organization dedicated to building
better lives for the millions of Americans affected by mental illness.



https://dmh.lacounty.gov/988-information/
sms:+988
https://suicidepreventionlifeline.org/chat/
https://www.crisistextline.org/
sms:741741
https://www.samhsa.gov/find-help/disaster-distress-helpline
https://www.thetrevorproject.org/get-help-now/
http://publichealth.lacounty.gov/sapc/
https://www.211la.org/
https://lafound.lacounty.gov/
mailto:LAFound@wdacs.lacounty.gov
https://youtu.be/oITvRsaVFpA
https://youtu.be/oITvRsaVFpA
https://nami.org/
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COMMUNITY
\) COUNSELING

CENTER

CCE-Community Counseling Center is
designed to treat the varied needs of the
underserved, culturally and linguistically

diverse communities of Los Angeles County.

We provide culturally and linguistically proficient
therapy, and supportive services in a variety of
languages, including:

Persian (Farsi), Russian, Spanish and
English.

We offer very low sliding scale rates (for
qualifying individuals) and accept a variety of
insurance plans including:

Blue Sheild of California and LA Care Medi-cal

We provide individual, couples and family
therapy, and specialize in work with immigrants,
refugees, older adults, survivors of domestic
violence and the LGBTQ+ community.

We are currently offering Telehealth as well as
in-person sessions

CONNECT WITH
U§!

&

(818) 860 - 1223

X

connectwithcce
@gmail.com

&

cceccce.org

Cross Cultural

Expressions

)

(MECEICECE

Visit us online: CCECCC.OI'J



Thank you to the Eastern European/Middle Eastern Sub-committee of the
Underserved Cultural Communities Committee of Los Angeles County Department
of Mental Health, for supporting the creation of this book.

This book has been published through a grant from the Los Angeles County
Department of Mental Health in partnership with
Cross Cultural Expressions.
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