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      To my mom, 

      who never stopped fighting for me 

      and 

      to Anja, my guardian angel, 

      whose dream for me is now a reality

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        THE WEAVER 

         

        My life is but a weaving

        Between my Lord and me.

        I cannot choose the colors

        He weaves so skillfully.

         

        Sometimes He weaveth sorrow

        And I in foolish pride

        Forget He sees the upper

        And I the underside.

         

        Not ’til the loom is silent

        And the shuttles cease to fly

        Will God unroll the canvas

        And explain the reasons why

         

        The dark threads are as needful,

        In The Weaver’s skillful hands

        As the threads of gold and silver

        In the pattern He has planned. 

        
          
            B.M. FRANKLIN (1882–1965)
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        Darkness surrounded me, deep in the heart of the forest, as I ran for my life. The scraggy earthen path beneath my feet was serpentine and uneven. Even the trees conspired against me, their limbs assaulting my body as I aimed for the sanctuary of the cave that was just beyond sight. All the while the phantom, pursuing me from the shadows, was gaining ground… its gallop, its panting signaling that it was closing in on its prey.

        My lungs ached and my legs burned from exertion. Looking over my shoulder, I glimpsed the moon glaring in his feral eyes. I would have recognized those eyes anywhere. I was being hunted by a fox.

        I looked ahead just in time to spot a crooked root that had grown into the path, as if the tree were ever so slyly sticking its foot out to trip me. Stumbling, I lost precious fractions of a second. I could almost feel the sticky, hot breath of the fox on my neck. Regaining my footing, I charged for the cave. I could see it now. The safety it promised was almost within my reach.

        Heart pounding, sprinting faster than my legs could carry me, I glanced back once more, giving an opportunistic tree just the break it needed. I didn’t even see it coming – the root that triggered my demise. It ensnared my foot and I crashed to the ground, landing on my back just as the fox lunged for me.

        Suddenly everything moved in slow motion. I lay helplessly mere steps from the unreachable cave. Unable to flee, I shielded my face with my arms. The fox was in midair, paws outstretched, on the verge of tearing my body to shreds. Drool dripped from its fangs.

      

      I awoke with a gasp, trembling, eyes open wide. My heart was racing. My forehead was dewy with perspiration. It’s just a dream. It’s just a dream, I assured myself, yet I fought with all my might against the heaviness of my eyelids, knowing that as soon as they closed the fox would continue his hunt. For now, at least, I had escaped.

      I took a deep breath, drinking in the smell of home – the wonderful aroma of caramelized onions, basmati rice, and freshly chopped mint mingled with Earl Grey tea, cinnamon, and the fruit of the season.

      Most nights were the same. Sleep would beckon me. I knew it was inevitable. No matter how desperately I willed my eyes to stay open, eventually they would close, and the ever-prowling fox would be lurking in the darkness, eager to devour me.

      Predawn light filtered through the curtains, casting shadows that danced on the walls. I hugged my Cabbage Patch doll close to my chest. How I wished we hadn’t had to leave Mr. Bunny in Iran with my dad. I missed my bunny.

      Sluggishly my eyes blinked closed. I could feel myself drifting in that heavy space between sleep and waking. I forced them open and took a breath. Stay awake. Stay awake. Stay awake!

      I turned my attention to my memory work. I was six years old, a first grader at a Lutheran elementary school where each week we learned Bible passages and hymns about God’s love for us, his children. Mrs. Hatzung, my teacher, said if we committed something to memory, no one could ever take it away from us. Even if my dad found me and took me back to Iran, I could carry God’s Word with me invisibly. My dad wouldn’t even know.

      “Jesus loves me, this I know,” I hummed, touching the fingers of my right hand to my left palm and vice versa, then crossing my arms over my heart before pointing at my chest. “For the Bible tells me so.” I held my hands flat in front of me like a book. “Little ones to him belong,” I continued, swinging my cradled arms at my waist. “They are weak but he is strong.” This was my favorite part. I raised my bent arms to shoulder level and flexed, showing off muscles I didn’t have.

      It was working. I was staying awake.

      Done with the song, I moved on to a prayer we were learning, the one about bread. How did that go? It was something about being given bread every day, like when God gave the Israelites manna to eat while they traveled in the desert. My eyelids sagged. I blinked in a futile attempt to wake them. “Daily bread” – that was it. What was the rest? My eyes yearned for sleep. Stay awake. Stay awake. Stay aw—

      
         

        It was dark. I was running. There were trees and roots, and my path was dotted with pebbles that rolled my ankles, threatening my balance. The fox snarled as he hurtled toward me. The wind rustled ominously through the dense leaves. The cave – where was the cave? I had to find it. Alone and frightened, I ran in the only direction I could – away from the fox. Frantic, I looked over my shoulder, only to discover that the fox was getting closer. I hurdled a root and pushed on. There, at last, I caught a glimpse of the black opening that was ready to transport me beyond the fox’s grasp. I looked back, tripped over the root, and landed on my back. In slow motion the fox flew through the air, baring its jagged teeth, and I shielded my face with my arms in anticipation of being crushed.

      

      I awoke in a cold sweat, trembling and choking for air. I was in my bedroom. I’m safe. It’s just a dream. This time, instead of the familiar smells of home, I was struck by the stench of urine. I had wet the bed.

       

      Furtively I peeled back the covers and sat on the edge of my bed, hugging my knees to my chin. I knew the fox wasn’t in the room, and yet I was afraid to put my feet on the floor. I had visions of him crouching beneath my bed, ready to sink his teeth into my ankle the instant my toes touched the carpet. Garnering my courage, I bounded as far from my bed as I could and tiptoed toward the door, my damp Care Bear nighty chilly against my thighs. Silently I opened the door and examined the hallway for any sign of the fox. Convincing myself the coast was clear, I inched my way along the corridor toward Mom’s room. The reassuring rhythm of her snoring met me as I burst into her room. I jumped onto her bed and buried myself in the warmth of the covers. Only there, safe in my cave, could I at last give myself over to sleep.

      Mom and I had escaped.

      But we were not free.
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      Thirty-two moves in as many years. This last transition has been perhaps my most joyful. For the first time I am a homeowner. I have put down roots and resolved to stay put a little longer than usual – I hope. I sit in my sunroom basking in the rays of light that stream in through the windows. A mug of my favorite Berres Brothers coffee, creamy with milk, warms my hands and I think, How is it that I should be so blessed?

      Outside the birds sing their thanks for newly hung feeders brimming with seeds. Spring in Michigan is magnificent. The snow has receded, laying bare a blanket of matted brown earth tinged with wisps of yellowish-green. Beside me stands an end table resplendent with the illustrative trinkets of No-ruz, the Persian New Year celebration. Known as the haft sin – literally the “seven s’s,” – this symbolic table setting serves as a map of ancient wisdom intended to guide the transition from one year to the next. Chief among the tasks of No-ruz is cleansing: cleansing one’s mind of negativity, cleansing one’s body, and even cleansing one’s home.

      I sip my coffee and feel a surge of ambition. I don’t know if it’s all the chatter of spring cleaning or the sight of my haft sin, but today, I decide, will be the day I tackle the last few boxes thrown in the basement marked “misc.” Three months is long enough to ignore them.

      I make my way down to the basement, feeling more than a little delighted that these softly carpeted steps actually belong to me. Lingering at the sliding glass door in the empty room that will one day be a den, I inspect the nearly vacant strip of dirt along the perimeter of my patio. Just the first hints of tulips and daffodils poke through the semifrozen soil. The lilac bushes are still bare. I look forward to filling this space with flowers and herbs, maybe even some tomato plants. That however, is a task for another day.

      At the back end of the basement is an unfinished section, a perfect hiding place for clutter. Even before I open the door, a sigh escapes. There aren’t that many boxes to unpack, I tell myself walking in. I’ll feel better once this is done.

      My workstation is ready for me. There’s even a box waiting at the end of the folding table begging to be opened. Digging in, I find letters, newspaper clippings, photos, ticket stubs, the red keychain I won at my high school talent competition – random items of little or no worth other than their sentimental value. That is why these boxes are so difficult to unpack. They’re filled with relics of my past that don’t quite fit into my present, yet I can’t let them go.

      I sift through the layers, spotting memories that span the length of my life, and realize this is not going to be a quick task. It will require a comfortable chair and another cup of coffee. Balancing the box on my hip, I turn off the light, close the door, and head upstairs to the sunroom.

      The first thing that captures my attention there is a photo album. Its cover is dark blue with a smattering of stars and a yellow crescent moon, because “Mahtob means moonlight.” I smile as I think of my friends teasing me with that movie line. As I lift the book from the box, an envelope slips out, and my mind wanders back several years earlier to the last time I tried to finish filling it.

      I was working then as the community relations liaison for a mental health organization in Michigan. I loved my job, my coworkers, my town, my quirky and eclectic group of friends. Life was good but just incredibly busy. When the opportunity came to get away for a long weekend, I jumped at it, and on a whim, as I packed, I threw in this album and the envelope of photographs. As the plane took off, I started loading the stack of pictures into the album and contemplated why I just couldn’t find time for these little chores at home. Does life really need to be so busy, I wondered amid the roar of the plane’s engine.

      As soon as I had a place of my own, my sentimental mother had begun filling my house with carloads of treasures from all aspects of my heritage, including boxes filled with a lifetime of loose photographs. Brazenly bounding across the backs of the photos that marked the first months of my life was the stamp of a fox – the same fox that haunted my dreams in the years following our escape. It was just his outline printed in red ink, but the likeness was unmistakable. He lunged through the air with paws outstretched, ears back, tail extended behind him. Beneath him in block letters were the words Fox Photo.

      The pictures I had with me on the plane were more recent. They hadn’t been developed at Fox Photo. I knew there would be no predator on their backs and yet, without giving it a thought, I checked anyway. It was an unconscious habit born of a lifetime of hypervigilance. It is no coincidence this was the image my mind captured in childhood as a symbol of my father. He was, after all, the photographer of the family, and I was his favorite subject. My life very easily could have turned out differently. I wonder who I would have become if things had gone according to my father’s plan.

      I was lost in my memories when the glamorous woman seated beside me began to chat. I had noticed her immediately as she boarded the plane. She had a striking presence, dressed all in black except for her leopard-print stilettos. She carried an oversized satchel and a trendy straw hat. Her short blonde hair was held back with a pair of giant designer sunglasses. As often happens with me, the conversation quickly turned to literature, and before long I was scribbling her reading recommendations into the margin of the book of New York Times crossword puzzles I had brought with me for the trip: The Guernsey Literary and Potato Peel Pie Society, The Help, The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency.

      It didn’t take me long to give up on finishing my album. I slipped the rest of the photos back into the envelope and tucked them inside the back cover.

      Complete strangers have a habit of pouring their hearts out to me. It’s been a part of who I am at least as far back as second grade. My classmates would wait in line for their turn to swing beside me and, as we say in the mental health world, “process their feelings.” If I didn’t know better, I’d think there was a thought bubble floating above my head that read, “Psychiatric Help 5¢” or a placard hanging from my neck that proclaimed, “The Doctor Is In,” in the style of Lucy in the Peanuts cartoon.

      My seatmate and I talked nonstop for the rest of the flight and by the time we landed, we had covered The Glass Castle, Water for Elephants, and The Secret Life of Bees like long-lost friends.

      “So how long’s your layover?” she asked as we waited our turn to join the stampede toward the exit.

      “About two hours.”

      “Then you have time for lunch.” It wasn’t a question.

      I protested, but she was insistent. We made our way to a restaurant, where our conversation continued over wine and seafood. One topic led to the next, and soon this beautiful woman found herself telling me about a heartrending experience from her past. For years she had carried the emotional burden of her experience in silence, not sharing her pain with even her closest friends.

      As her eyes filled with tears, I couldn’t help but think of the tattered black picture frame that sat on the corner of my desk at work. On a sheet of ivory linen stationary, I had printed the words of “The Weaver’s Poem.” They were inscribed exactly as my friend Hannah taught them to me on the day of our high school graduation. I had been eighteen then, and it had been one of the saddest days of my life.

      These certainly were dark threads that my new friend described. And like all threads, I was convinced, there was a blessing in them somewhere, whether we could see it or not.

      “I can’t believe I’m telling you these things,” she sniffled. “I feel like I’ve known you for years, and I just realized I don’t even know your name.”

      “My name is Mahtob,” I said with a smile, reaching across the table to shake her hand with feigned formality.

      “Mahtob. What a beautiful name. What’s its origin?”

      “It’s Persian.”

      “Persian, like Iranian?”

      “M-hm,” I answered, sipping my Riesling. “My dad was from Iran.”

      “I read an interesting book several years ago,” she began, dabbing her eyes with her cloth napkin. I knew instantly where this was heading. “It was about a woman from Michigan actually. She married a man from Iran. He took her and their young daughter back to visit his family and held them hostage. There was a war going on, and there were bombings. This really happened. Can you even imagine? The mother and daughter finally escaped. It was an amazing story – they even made a movie. What was it called?”

      “Not Without My Daughter.” 

      “Yes, Not Without My Daughter. That’s it. Have you read it?”

      “No.” I chuckled. “I lived it!”
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      The tapestry of my life began in Texas in 1979, on the cusp of the Iranian Revolution and in the midst of a hurricane. On the day I was born, September 4, the front page of the Houston Chronicle announced, “David Smashes Central Fla. Coast.” The barometric pressure drop from a tropical storm that made landfall more than a thousand miles away was enough to bring me into the world a month ahead of schedule.

      Hurricane David was minor compared to the storm brewing even farther away in my father’s homeland. A good part of the Chronicle’s seventh page that day was dedicated to Iran’s ongoing military skirmish – “Iranian Troops Breach Kurdish Defense Lines.” From the article it was clear the secular democrats were crumbling under the lethal force of the rising Islamic regime of the Ayatollah Khomeini. The eye of the revolution’s storm may have hit seventy-five hundred miles away, but it dealt a catastrophic blow in my family’s home.

      My dad, Sayyed Bozorg Mahmoody, had left his country at the age of eighteen to study English in London. From there he moved to the United States to attend university. Enjoying the world of academia, he became a university math professor, then an engineer. He worked for NASA in the 1960s. Then he went to medical school. Apparently still thirsting for knowledge, he went on to complete his residency in anesthesia.

      My parents met in Michigan in 1974 while he was doing an internship at Carson City Hospital. Mom worked nearby in the administrative side of the automotive industry that at that time was thriving in the state. They married and moved to Texas in the summer of 1977.

      At the time of the Iranian Revolution, my dad changed. His mild-mannered, charismatic charm was instantly replaced with a violent shade of political extremism. Once a lover of “the West” and the opportunities it offered, he now vehemently condemned the United States and everything for which it stood.

      Mom had known him only as a nonpracticing Muslim. That, too, changed with the revolution. She was shocked when he came home one day and threw out all the alcohol in the house. He was the one who was accustomed to imbibing it, yet she was the one he castigated because of the evils of these spirits. From that day on he insisted she buy only kosher food, as it was as close to halal (food sanctioned by Islamic law) as was available, and his fervent anti-American rants became commonplace.

      There’s a picture of me as an infant – one of the many images bearing the mark of the fox. I’m cradled in the arms of a young man whose head is wrapped in a white gauze bandage. He was one of the dozens of Iranian men who brought the Iranian Revolution to the streets of Texas. My dad was their leader.

      While taking full advantage of the US Constitution’s assurance of the freedom of speech, my father helped organize demonstrations that lambasted the United States, which he saw as having a Westernizing and immoralizing influence on his country. The irony is confounding. The man holding me in the picture had been stabbed in the head while marching in an anti-American protest my father had helped facilitate.

      My parents and I moved to Michigan when I was six months old. My mother, fed up with my father’s fanaticism, had threatened divorce. In an effort to salvage the marriage, he promised to leave the cause of revolution behind and to make a fresh start in Mom’s home state. That would prove to be just another promise he neglected to keep.

      Michigan looks like a mitten. Ask anyone from Michigan where they live and, as if compelled by an innate reflex, they’ll lift their hand and point to the precise freckle or knuckle or hangnail that represents their location. I’ve lived all over the mitten, but from the time I was six months old until I was four, I lived near the uppermost joint of the pointer finger, in Alpena.

      The east side of my state is fondly referred to as the sunrise side. It is practical, spartan, and built on industry, as opposed to the sunset side of the state, where the coastline has been commercialized and the economy built on tourism. It would be many years before I would learn that what smelled like home to me as a child was really the saccharine odor of pollution escaping the massive smokestacks of the Abitibi-Price mill, which manufactured wall paneling.

      My family’s house was on Thunder Bay River. The water that flowed through our backyard wound its way along the banks of my favorite park, past Alpena General Hospital, where my dad worked as an anesthesiologist, through town, and over the Ninth Street Dam before emptying into Thunder Bay. From the pier at the marina, you could gaze out over the open water and watch the giant freighters inch their way toward the horizon, loaded down with the stuff of industry. Somewhere out there on the water was an invisible border where Thunder Bay washed into Lake Huron. And beyond the line where the sky and the water met was Canada.

      The park at the bend of the river was one of my favorite spots. Mom took me there to feed the birds, and it was through such experiences that she passed on her love of ornithology. Whereas some parents would draw a young child’s attention to “the pretty birdie,” my parents, both eager to impart their wisdom, taught me the proper names of each species. We saw Canada geese, swans, herons, and all kinds of ducks. When the weather warmed, we watched robins pull worms from the soil to eat. The spotting of the first robin of the year was pure joy, signaling the close of northern Michigan’s seemingly endless winter and the birth of spring, which would give way to an all-too-brief summer.

      The first babysitter I remember was Patty, a teenager who lived across the street. She was one of a host of family friends who liked to polish my fingernails. I loved having my nails painted. Though young, I happily sat still and soaked up their pampering. There are photos where I’m barely big enough to stand beside the coffee table, yet I have glittery red fingernails and gold stud earrings. My parents had pierced my ears when I was just six weeks old. Mom marked my earlobes and Dad pulled the trigger on the piercing gun. Mom cried more than I did.

      Besides painting my nails, Patty took me to a ceramics studio to paint pottery. She chose a bud vase for me to decorate. She worked in shimmery pastels appropriate for the decade, while I went for one of my two favorite colors, grape purple. My other favorite, of course, was ballerina pink.

       

      The kitchen is the heart of the home, and that truth has been one of the few constants in my life. Many of my earliest recollections revolve around the kitchen. At two or three, I sat on the linoleum floor with a wooden spoon, stirring orange juice in an avocado green Rubbermaid pitcher, chasing the frozen chunk of concentrate around until it dissolved. All the while, Mom fluttered to and fro flipping eggs, frying hash browns, buttering toast as it popped out of the toaster, and not minding one bit that I had sloshed juice on the floor. Making messes is how children learn to cook, and it was important to her that I felt at home in the kitchen.

      Another time I remember giggling with Mom over my dad and his silly, self-imposed misery. He loved spicy food, the kind that cleans out your sinuses and makes you sweat. On this particular occasion he sat at our kitchen table crunching raw hot peppers until his mouth was afire and his face flushed. He mopped the perspiration off the top of his bald head with a handkerchief, huffing and puffing, yet clearly exhilarated by the experience. He wore a pale blue Lacoste shirt with the signature green alligator appliqué on the chest.

      Both of my parents were talented epicureans and masters of the art of hospitality. They made a dynamic pair in that regard. Our home was frequently filled with friends, and when there were friends, there was sure to be an abundance of food. They taught me that it is over food that friends adopt each other as family.

      And so it was that there came to be an Armenian branch on my family tree. I’m not sure how our families first met. Maybe it was through John, who was my parents’ eye doctor, or through his sister-in-law, Annie, who was our seamstress. But from my infancy to the day shortly before my fifth birthday when my dad put his evil plan into action, our families happily fell into the habit of feasting with one another. We didn’t need a special occasion to gather together around a table.

      Sometimes John and his wife, Vergine, hosted. On such occasions Vergine, along with her sister, Annie, and their mom, affectionately known as Nana, would spend hours preparing mouthwatering Armenian delicacies. Other times my parents hosted, and they would work side by side to whip up the most delectable Persian fare.

      My dad, especially, took pride in making the food look beautiful. Sometimes he would set up an extravagant display of fruit, every morsel of which he had painstakingly arranged. With the precision of a surgeon, he would carve a watermelon lengthwise into a basket, leaving a handle of rind in the middle. He would let me help scoop out its flesh with a melon baller. But we couldn’t just put the watermelon balls back into the rind and serve it. That wouldn’t be nearly colorful enough. We had to add matching orbs of cantaloupe along with red and green grapes and Alpena strawberries or blueberries depending on the season. Only then would the fruit be ladled back into the watermelon-rind basket. The table would be filled with cascading mountains of fresh fruit. My dad didn’t know the meaning of moderation.

      Regardless of where we gathered or what we ate, grown-ups and children alike sat together and enjoyed each other’s company. The varied personalities, ages, interests, and cultures all added to the charm of the interaction. Those meals were loud and boisterous, and they lasted for hours. When I think of my childhood, those are the sounds, smells, tastes, and images that flood my mind.

      Food was not about necessity. It was a means to nurture, to teach, to care for – to love. The process of making the meal was as important, if not more important, than the actual eating of the meal. I learned this not only from my parents, but from Nana and Annie, who passed on to me their tradition of rolling kibbe.

      I sat atop the table. One of them reached into the mixing bowl filled with a dough of ground beef and bulgur. Pinching off just the right amount, they plopped the mixture into my hand. Nana, who didn’t speak English, motioned for me to follow her lead. Giving the dough a couple of squeezes to make it stick together, she began to roll it around the tip of her index finger, twisting her finger with each roll.

      Deftly she dipped her hand into the dish of cold water that sat between us. “Just a little,” she instructed in Armenian. Once the precise shape had been achieved and a sufficient cavity had been formed, it was stuffed with a concoction of spiced meat and pine nuts. Another tiny dip in the water bowl, and it was time to pinch the opening closed, sealing in the filling. Then Nana cupped her hands, one atop the other, and circled them in opposite directions, forming a roughly circular shape that came to a gentle point on each end.

      I did every step along with her, then held my kibbe out for inspection. Tenderly taking it from my palm, Nana would look it over with a keen eye. Deciding it was just right, she would bring her closed fingers to the center of her mouth. Then, with a smack of her lips, she would pull her hand away from her face, fingers exploding with the sound of her kiss. It was her way of telling me I had done a beautiful job.

      Every step of the way, they inundated me with praise. Failure did not exist in their kitchen. If something didn’t go exactly as planned, it was simply an opportunity to discover a new and perhaps improved way.

      As we cooked, Annie would lead me in song. “God is so gooood,” she would sing with a lovely accent. “God is so gooood.” In between songs, she would drive home the message. “Mahtob” – I loved the way she pronounced my name – “God is verrry good to us – very, very good. He loves us very much. Don’t ever forget.”

      That Annie and Nana could see God’s goodness was a true testament to the power of faith. They had endured this world’s cruelty at its worst. Nana was a survivor of the Armenian Genocide. She was orphaned by barbaric violence in the early decades of the twentieth century, when the Turkish government massacred the people of her village. No one knew her exact age. To me, she seemed ancient. In spite of the inane brutality that had marked her early life, Nana exuded warmth and kindness, and she had passed on that same grace to her daughters.

      Annie, before moving to Alpena, had lived in Beirut, Lebanon, with her husband and three young sons. When a civil war broke out in 1975, they filed papers seeking permission to immigrate to the United States. They wanted to protect their children from the ugly realities of war. Her family was eventually granted permission to flee the country, but not before Annie’s husband had joined the ranks of the more than 150,000 civilians who lost their lives in the battle that raged for the next fifteen years. He had nothing to do with the conflict. He had merely been at the wrong place at the wrong time.

      Her husband’s needless death solidified Annie’s resolve to move her boys to a land where they could grow to know peace. She packed up her sons, moved to America, and didn’t look back. No matter what life threw at her, Annie, following in her mother’s footsteps, remained full of faith and abounding in joy. And just as Nana had passed those seeds of resiliency on to her, Annie took great care to plant and nurture those seeds in me.

       

      In the summer of 1984, when I was four and a half, my parents and I moved south to the Detroit area – also on the sunrise side of the state, at the joint where the thumb connects to the palm. It was just weeks before my parents and I were to leave for our “two-week vacation” in my father’s homeland and one month before I was to begin kindergarten.

      Looking back, I can see that move as a stroke of evil genius on my dad’s part. Convincing Mom that they would begin building their dream home together once we returned from our trip, he managed to manipulate her into leaving most of our family’s belongings neatly packed for easy transport to our future prison.

      At the time, though, I was completely oblivious to his schemes. I was engrossed in the carefree details of childhood, like the Strawberry Shortcake sheets Mom had bought for my new bedroom and my Care Bear bouncy ball, which had a picture of my favorite Care Bear – Funshine Bear, the yellow one with a cheerful smiling sun on his belly – and made a hollow vibrating ting when I bounced it in the driveway. Above all, I was happy to have made a new friend, a girl about my age who lived next door. Her name was Stacey, and she introduced me to wondrous delicacies like Kraft macaroni and cheese and Kool-Aid.

       

      The Iranian Revolution, which began around the time I was born, had left the country in shambles. The shah, Iran’s ruler, had been overthrown. The hostage crisis at the American embassy in Tehran was still recent history. The country was rife with religious and political unrest. The Ayatollah Khomeini and the radical extremists who made up his party had ushered in a much stricter way of life for everyone. In the new Islamic Republic of Iran, even non-Muslims were forced to live by the edicts of the ayatollah. On top of all the bloodshed suffered during the revolution, Iraq had invaded Iran, and the skirmish had erupted into an all-out war between the two countries.

      While I spent sunny afternoons splashing through the sprinkler with Stacey, my mom’s mind was occupied with the infinitely darker reality of dangers I had not yet come to know. As she packed for the upcoming visit to my father’s homeland, she couldn’t shake the nagging question, “Why on earth would we take our daughter into a war zone?”
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      When my family left our home on August 1, 1984, I had no reason to suspect our trip would be anything other than a two-week vacation with my father’s relatives in Iran. Had I possessed the wisdom that comes with age, perhaps I, like my mother, would have had a hunch my father was setting in motion a much more sinister plan.

      As my parents busied themselves with their final preparations for our departure, Mr. Bunny and I danced around the living room, joined together by elastic straps that held his hands and feet to mine. He was a handsome stuffed bunny, kelly green with white polka dots, whose height surpassed mine by a tall ear’s length. He wore a red felt bow tie that looked like two triangles turned on their sides, points overlapping in the middle. Mom’s many attempts at keeping his bow tie in place had only succeeded in leaving it stiff with glue.

      A viscous air of tension had descended on our house. I could hear the whispers of a squabble blowing in from the hallway as suitcases accumulated alongside the door. My dad stormed into the room and grabbed his Koran from the table beside the blue paisley wingback chair.

      Paisley, my parents had taught me, was a Persian design. Our home clearly reflected my father’s heritage. The stand that had held his Koran was home to a forest-green lamp made of camel’s skin that had been intricately painted with a yellow and white geometric pattern. Our friends had brought it for us as a gift from Pakistan. On the neck of the lamp, up under the shade, was an ornate brassy key-shaped switch that, when turned, sparked the bulb to life. I loved to watch the light shine through the shade, casting intriguing shapes on the wall as I twisted the switch on and off.

      Beneath my toes, the plush Persian carpet magically changed hues as Mr. Bunny and I twirled about the room. My dad said that was how you could tell it was authentic. From one end the colors looked deep and rich; from the other they looked lighter, more vibrant.

       

      My parents and I arrived in Tehran, Iran’s capital city, on August 3, a month and a day before my fifth birthday. The first thing I remember about my father’s homeland is the stench of the bathroom at the Tehran International Airport. Like most of my memories of our time in Iran, it is a brief, disjointed flash. As Mom and I neared the entrance of the restroom, we were struck by an overwhelming cloud of foulness. I protested. I did not want to enter. We went in anyway. It smelled putrid. I had to go so badly I was in pain, but I refused.

      Some of my memories of that time are like photographs that I can “see.” Others are facts, details, or emotions, things I know but can’t quite visualize in my mind’s eye. My memory of the airport’s bathroom falls into the latter category. I don’t remember exactly what it looked like, but I do remember there were no toilets. That was my introduction to the traditional Iranian bathroom. Where a Western bathroom would have a toilet and a roll of toilet paper, in Iran there was a hole in the floor and a hose on the wall. The result was nauseatingly wretched.

      Many family members had gathered at the airport to welcome us. They engulfed us like a swarm of bees, crowding us with hugs and cheers. Perhaps there were only dozens of relatives, but for all the commotion, it could have been hundreds. The women wore black chadors, long pieces of fabric that wrapped around their bodies, revealing only a portion of the face. The chador was held in place from the inside, so even the skin of their hands was hidden.

      My father’s parents had both died when he was young, and he had been raised by his older sister, whom I knew as Ameh Bozorg. We were driven from the airport to her house. Inside the iron gate, surrounded by a chaotic mass of people, stood a man with a sheep. Mom held me. We paused to watch as he slit the throat of the sheep and let its blood spill out onto the walkway. I buried my face in Mom’s shoulder as she and my dad stepped over the blood and entered the house. In my father’s culture, this was an extremely high honor, but to me it was traumatic. For a little girl who couldn’t stomach the violence of a Disney movie, the slaughter of a sheep in real life was horrifying.

      Ameh Bozorg was the matriarch of the family and thus was treated with the highest respect. I was afraid of her. She had stringy shoulder-length hair tinged with henna. Her nose was long and crooked, and she wore dark green nylons and a matching dress. To me, she easily could have been a stand-in for the Wicked Witch of the West. She and her husband, Baba Haji, lived in a once-opulent house which was redolent with marble, ornate chandeliers, and layers upon layers of Persian carpets, yet it was sparse, cold, and lacked the luxurious feel its refined materials would suggest.

      Besides smelly and frightening, Iran seemed very noisy to me. Being an unusually quiet child, I found the commotion unsettling. Perhaps it was because I didn’t understand the language, or then again, it might have been the sheer volume of their chatter.

      I’m not sure how many people actually lived at Ameh Bozorg’s house, but there seemed to be people everywhere – grown-ups sitting on the living room floor, drinking tea from miniature glasses, and children running every which way, unsupervised. My dad tried to get me to play with my cousins, but I was overwhelmed by their rambunctiousness and clung all the more to Mom.

      For the most part, the adults seemed oblivious to the youngsters as they tore through the house and out into the walled courtyard in back. From the safety of Mom’s side, I watched them cavorting in the backyard among the rosebushes and around the in-ground swimming pool, whose water was green and stagnant. When a child wandered into the kitchen, the nearest woman would tear off a small piece of the previous meal’s lavash (flatbread), stuff it with feta and a sprig of mint, and hand over a miniature rolled treat along with a pat on the head or a kiss on the cheek.

      Ameh Bozorg’s house was mostly devoid of furniture. We sat on floors cushioned with handmade Persian carpets. And when it was time for a meal, in traditional Persian style, that is where we dined. A cloth served as the table and families ate in shifts – first men, then women, and lastly children. Despite the social norm, I ate with Mom.

      Breakfast was typically served on the floor like the other meals, but there were occasions when we ventured into the dining room. Even at the table, grown-ups sat cross-legged on their chairs. For breakfast we usually ate nan paneer sabzi, a sandwich made of Iranian bread layered with feta, sliced tomatoes, cucumbers, and fresh greens like basil or mint. Sometimes we ate nan paneer gerdu – bread with lots of butter, feta, and walnuts. Occasionally it was bread with butter and quince, sour cherry, or rose-petal jam.

      Fresh fruit and vegetables were abundant. We ate little cucumbers the way people in America eat an apple. Bread was purchased hot from the bakery for each meal, and rice was served twice a day, every day.

       

      In a blur of food and family the visit flew by. Our days of immersion into my father’s land had come to an end – or so Mom and I thought. Mr. Bunny and I bounded about the bedroom, excited to go home. Mom did her best to dodge us as she packed, and together we prattled on about those we were eager to see upon our return.

      My dad came in. He was quiet. Mom was talking, but an invisible object on the floor held his attention. He stammered something about an issue with our passports. I thought I made out the words confiscated and government. Then, abandoning the lie, he gripped Mom’s upper arms in his fists. Gathering his resolve, he declared, “Betty, I don’t know how to tell you this. We’re not going home.” His voice and his grip intensified with each word. “You are in Iran until you die!” He stood straight, shoulders back, head held high. “Now you’re in my country. You’ll abide by my rules.”

      “What are you talking about? Moody, you can’t do this to us. Please don’t do this,” she pleaded. “You promised we would go home in two weeks. You swore on the Koran. You can’t do this!”

      His blow struck her with such force that she was momentarily stunned into silence. I had never seen my dad hit my mom before, and it terrified me. I was shocked, confused – more than that, utterly bewildered. What did all of this mean? Who was this man? His violent anger obscured him to the point of unrecognizability. What had happened to my loving Baba Jon – my dear daddy?

      From that moment forward, even his footsteps lost their familiar lilt. Plodding down the hall, they sounded deliberate, filled with rage. Their horrid pounding turned my stomach.

      That was the day my daddy turned into a monster.
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      Day after day I clung to Mom crying, “Mommy, I want to go home. Please take me home.” Day after day Mom did her best to reassure me, “Don’t worry, Mahtob. Everything will be all right. I promise. I’ll find a way to take you home.” And day after day my dad vowed, amid shouts and flying fists, that we would never leave Iran.

      With no provocation, he would tear off into violent tirades directed at my mom: “If you ever touch the telephone, I’ll kill you… If you ever walk out that door, I’ll kill you… I’ll kill you, and I’ll send the ashes of a burned American flag back over your body… You’ll never escape, but if you do, I’ll spend the rest of my life looking for you. And when I find you, I’ll kill you and bring Mahtob back to Iran.”

      My life became a blur of screaming matches and crying fits. Then Mom got sick. Although for the first two weeks the food hadn’t troubled her, almost immediately upon learning our fate, she was struck with dysentery. Mr. Bunny and I sat helplessly at her bedside and watched as she continued to weaken.

      Those were excruciating times. Fading in and out of consciousness, Mom begged me to protect her from my father, the American-educated doctor who now claimed to have returned to Iran to save his people. She would wake with a start and look to be sure I was still manning my post. “Mahtob,” she would whisper in part because she was so frail and in part so no one would hear her instructions, “no matter what, don’t let your daddy give me a shot. Please, no matter what he says, don’t let him give me an injection. He could give me medicine that would hurt me.”

      “I’ll protect you, Mommy,” I would promise. “I won’t let him hurt you.”

      It would take all her strength to get the words out. Drained, she would then drift back into a fitful sleep.

      Those bitter days turned into weeks and I, like the other children in the family, was left to fend for myself. Without Mom at my side to brush off my father’s demands, I had no choice but to interact with the other children.

       

      My parents had each been married once before. My father had no other children, but Mom had two sons. Joe and John, my brothers, predated me by thirteen and nine years, respectively. I remember John sneaking me into the basement to watch cartoons when I was around three. John would have been twelve or so.

      In America, I had been forbidden to watch TV unless it was with my father and he picked the program. I was allowed to watch the woman who had a yoga show on PBS. I liked her because she spoke softly and had long brown hair just like mine, except hers was much longer. I hoped mine would be that long one day. Other than the yoga lady, we mostly watched National Geographic specials about animals. I would sit on my dad’s lap in his recliner, and he would teach me the names of the animals in Farsi. It upset him that anytime I saw a baby animal alone I would whimper, “Where’s its mommy?”

      “Why don’t you ever say ‘Where’s its daddy?’” he would reprimand.

      The day John sneaked me down to the basement, we didn’t watch yoga or National Geographic. He sprawled on the couch, I leaned over the back of a ceramic zebra that was almost as big as I was, and we watched The Smurfs. John and I were so engrossed in the show that we didn’t hear my dad come home. Our first clue that we’d been caught was his voice bellowing from the top of the stairs. “What do you think you’re doing down there? Shut that TV off this instant!” I ran for cover, but before I could get away, he grabbed me and spanked me. I should have known better than to disobey him, and he would be sure I thought twice before ever exhibiting such disrespect again.

      Television is a powerful means of cultural indoctrination. Perhaps that’s why it was off limits to me in the States. My dad didn’t want me to be influenced by what he saw as a morally corrupt society. In Iran, however, it was a different story. Wanting me to absorb the culture in its entirety, he forced me to watch television. There, even the cartoons took on a dark, menacing tone.

      I have very few memories of the shows I watched in Iran, but I do remember fragments of a cartoon about a bee. The bee was indiscriminately kind, even though there was much evil in his harsh world. Danger lurked high and low, and he was frequently called upon to fight not only for his own life, but also for the lives of those who treated him cruelly. The “bad guys” – other insects like wasps and praying mantises – constantly pursued him, but the cheerful bee did not waver in the face of their attacks. The bright spot in the show was the queen bee, who, though obscure, was gentle and loving.

      It was validating when years later, I found the cartoon posted on the Internet. The bee was as I remembered from my childhood, sitting in a red flower, eyes cast upward, lost in a daydream. In the background was the scene he longed for. Floating in the distance, in the image from his dream, his mother, the queen bee, clutched his hands in hers and smiled down at him affectionately.

      The little bee’s name was Hutch. They had been separated when the evil wasps attacked and massacred the beehive, killing the honeybees that fought to defend their queen. The wasps looted and pillaged the hive. Not content merely to consume the honey stores, they even feasted greedily on the honeybee eggs. But one egg fell to the ground and was hidden from view by a leaf. Inside that egg was Hutch. That’s how he lived through the invasion. His mother and a small number of survivors flew away in tears, thinking that all the eggs had been devoured by their wicked nemeses.

      No wonder I had remembered Hutch. It is surprising that my dad let me watch a program about a bee who spent his life in a tireless quest to be reunited with his mother.

      As Mom lay in her bedroom, losing her grasp on life, I would lie on my stomach on the living room floor, head in hands, legs bent at the knees, feet swaying in the air, watching Hutch. I desperately willed him to find his way back to his mom, as if by some miracle his success would translate into my life.

      Mr. Bunny and I did our best to stay at Mom’s side at all times, but on the occasions when my dad forced me away from my post, the living room served as an acceptable secondary defensive position. From that vantage point, no one could enter or exit our bedroom without my knowledge. Before I retreated, I would leave Mr. Bunny behind with Mom so she wouldn’t be alone. And if my dad even looked in her direction, I would leap to my feet and rush to her aid.

      A few days before my fifth birthday, I tumbled off a stool while playing, and the overturned leg tore through the flesh of my right arm just below the elbow. Blood gushed, and I wailed. My parents rushed me to the hospital, where my entitled father was offended to be told we would have to wait our turn. We sat in chairs haphazardly placed along the wall of a corridor. My father ranted, spitting insults about the degenerate state of his homeland while Mom, who had mustered her strength to be with us, did her best to insulate me from his rage.

      When at last we were ushered into a treatment room, I was placed on a table where the doctor examined my wound. It was quite deep and would require stitches, a diagnosis my dad had made within seconds of my fall. When my father, the anesthesiologist, learned that the hospital’s limited supply of anesthesia was rationed, only to be used for victims of the war, he began screaming. But no amount of anger could multiply the scant supply of medicine. I don’t remember the doctor suturing my arm without the aid of anesthesia, but I do recall that for some odd reason there was a cat in the room.

      Understandably, I was a bit out of sorts on my fifth birthday. My bandaged arm throbbed, and my heart ached. The extended family gathered at Ameh Bozorg’s house for a feast, complete with a guitar-shaped birthday cake. Somehow the cake was dropped upside down on the floor. But by coincidence, my favorite uncle on my dad’s side arrived at just that moment. He was late, but he hadn’t arrived empty handed.

      Majid was the uncle who loved to play with the children. He was tall and thin with red hair, a matching mustache, and the glint of a jokester in his eye. He knelt before me with a smile and extended a bakery box with a clear opening in the lid. My eyes widened. Inside the box was a cake – and not just any cake. It was an exact replica of the cake that just moments earlier had been scraped off the floor and dumped into the garbage.

      The weeks gave way to months, and Mom’s health continued to deteriorate. Mr. Bunny and I remained with her as much as possible. Mom had taken a bottle of White Rain shampoo along for the trip. The shampoo had run out, but the smell lingered in the plastic bottle. I used to fill it with water and drink in its aroma. Sometimes I would squeeze the empty bottle in my face, cherishing the brief blasts of a familiar scent from home.

      I sat on the floor leaning against Mom’s bed. She slept, and I dreamed of home. I missed the rest of my family terribly and took every opportunity to beg Mom to take me back to them.

      I knew better than to discuss such things with my father. Each time I heard his ominous footsteps approaching the door, my stomach gurgled with terror and the beating of my heart echoed in my ears.

      What if this time I couldn’t stop him from giving my mom an injection? I worried. What if today was the day he killed my mommy? 
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      Who would think that something as seemingly insignificant as a gum wrapper would change our course? After more than two months of slowly inching her way toward the grave, Mom found a crumpled gum wrapper. Smoothing it out, she tried to write her name on it and was shocked to learn she was just too weak. She realized that if something didn’t change she would die, leaving me in that household. I would be raised believing that my father’s brand of brutality was an acceptable part of life.

      She couldn’t – wouldn’t – let that happen.

      As Mom lay there feeble and emaciated, she came up with a plan. She would kill everyone with kindness to convince my father and his family that she had accepted life according to his rules. As she set her plan into motion, her attitude improved, and gradually so did her health. She regained her appetite, her strength, and a sliver of my father’s trust.

      Knowing that any chance of escape hinged on getting out from under the microscope of Ameh Bozorg’s house, where surveillance was inescapable, Mom proposed that we move in with my dad’s nephew, Mammal, and his wife, Nasserine. Mom, who has always been a hard worker, would lighten Nasserine’s load by cooking, cleaning, and taking care of their baby boy, Amir. My father assented. But even separated from the relatives at Ameh Bozorg’s house – the ones who, eager to do my father’s bidding, served as our guards – we could not evade my father’s violent outbursts.
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