

[image: cover]






bone worship






bone worship


elizabeth eslami


[image: NewPegasus_medium.jpg]


PEGASUS BOOKS


NEW YORK






For my parents,


who manage, as Norman MacLean wrote,


“to love completely without complete understanding,”


and for Lyle,


who taught me how to do both.
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proof


When I first spotted my parents, my tongue lay still at the bottom of my mouth like a fish. All the big words I’d learned in college were suddenly gone, dried up in the gills.


I found them in our exact meeting place, on the north side of Harper Memorial Library, and yet I could have walked right by them. They were facing the other way, as if to take in the dramatic architecture. Standing under the enormous stone archway, they both seemed so small, almost miniature, my mother searching frantically for something in her purse, and my father staring ahead, scanning the crowd of students for my face.


Brushing against the shoulders of people around me, I weaved my way through the crowd toward them. The whole time, I had the feeling that none of this was real, that I was in some sort of dated Movie of the Week, the kind where everyone has concerned looks on their faces and moves slowly, with great deliberation, while wearing muted colors and sensible dress shoes. If it hadn’t been for the wet grass soaking through my scuffed sneakers, I might have closed my eyes, curled up on the ground, and waited to wake up.


I mumbled a greeting, hoping if I sounded casual they might forget I’d been gone for four years with nothing to show for it and somehow think that I was just back from the bathroom. When they didn’t hear me, I cleared my throat and spoke a little louder, like a campus tour guide. “Mom? Dad?”


How strange those two words were. Just there in the grass, small as a pair of snails.


When they finally turned around to face me, I thought for a second that I was one of those people with brain injuries who can’t recognize faces. People whose families have to come up to them each day and introduce themselves all over again. Hello, I am your father, your mother.


Since I’d last seen him, my father had gone almost completely bald, and a new pair of thick glasses obscured his brown eyes. His face, even the word “father,” turned soft and blurry. Pedar, one of the few words of Farsi I know, popped into my head. Like some bird you excitedly look up in a book, only to find it had died a hundred years ago.


My mother took a step back and smoothed her light brown hair into place with the palm of her hand. She was wearing beige high heels and a matching beige suit, like a giant bar of soap. Even though they’d arrived at O’Hare just hours earlier, I noticed that her pants didn’t have a single wrinkle. My mother prides herself on dressing for every occasion. Her suit was perfectly tailored, and she’d tucked her long hair into a neat French twist. Other than the few wrinkles around her eyes, she looked just as young as she had when I was in high school, although she seemed to be wearing a lot more makeup.


She smiled a bit too brightly and threw her arms around me. Over her shoulder, my father stared at me with a pained look.


“How you have been doing?” he practically shouted, struggling to arrange his face into a more paternal expression.


“Oh, fine. You know. Flunking out of college.” I guess I didn’t feel like beating around the bush. Still, this seemed harsh, so I added a peace offering: “I was going to double-major in biology and zoology . . .”


“Double-major . . .” my father echoed stonily. “Not medicine?”


Now it was my turn to flinch. I had let him believe that, hadn’t I? Like a pleasant fairy tale children tell their parents to make them happy. Medicine, just like you!


“No. But it’s still the same ballpark. You know, science . . .”


There was disappointment in both our faces, as if we hoped that after four years we’d find we had changed, somehow morphed into a more compatible father and daughter. My heart dropped down out of my chest, cold and still as a rock.


Instead of meeting my father’s eyes, I looked around at the other parents milling about with their sons and daughters. I imagined going up to one of the other fathers at random and throwing my arms around him. Perhaps he would play along. It would be just like a TV movie; he would present me with a car, something shiny with a bow on the hood, and then cry with pride into my hair.


But we weren’t that glossy kind of family.


For the past four years of school, I’d spent my holidays away from my parents. I think it was mutual avoidance. In fairness, my mother did make a few token offers to visit: “Honey, what about Thanksgiving? I could drive up . . .” To which I would politely hedge—“Well, now’s not a good time, maybe Christmas?”—thus gaining eternal postponement. But my presence was inconvenient for them too. If, in a weak moment, I asked my mother if they could fly out one weekend, I could always count on an indirect refusal. “Well, you know your father. It’s not good for him to travel. His neck, his pillow.” Yes, yes, of course. He could sleep in no bed but his own.


In the end, neither of us was ever willing to say yes.


Don’t get me wrong—it’s not like I missed them. After all, my books were excellent company. Over winter break, I’d hole myself up in the University’s libraries, huge stone buildings that smelled like dusty castles, with portraits of John D. Rockefeller and various Nobel laureates on the walls. There, I could pass entire days pacing from end to end, reading about extinct tigers. Birds. Baboons. The sexual antics of pythons. If you saw how often I was in the Harper Reading Room, sitting on a stool with wheels, my shoulders hunched over a book, you’d think me a part of the library. A moveable extension of the reference collection.


I was perched on one of those stools when my parents’ plane finally landed, though I’d told them I wouldn’t be able to pick them up at the airport and drive them to Hyde Park because I’d be in my dorm room, packing. When the thick wheels of their plane screeched against the asphalt, the tiny wheels of my library stool turned a quarter of an inch, and instead of answering my final exam questions, I stared at the photo of an enormous sea lion in a Jacques Cousteau book.


“Aren’t you two going to hug?” my mother chirped. She was trying to put a brave, optimistic face on the situation.


We tried to embrace and ended up with a cursory body check in which I got confused and couldn’t figure out how to position my hands. My mother waited until I finished pawing at my father and then enveloped me again in a cloud of arms and high-end body lotions. It was like being trapped in the detergent aisle of a grocery store.


My mother and her perfumes. When I had my first anxiety attack at the end of my freshman year, she sent me a giant jar of lavender bath beads, with a note that read: “Take a soak each night and relax! These are the best years of your life.” Never mind that I was taking double the normal course load and hadn’t had a date all year, let alone a boyfriend. Perhaps I could lure one with my relaxing scent.


“Finally,” she exhaled, her accent twangy. Had she always sounded so Southern? “It’s so good to have you back.”


Somehow that comment, however innocuous, was like they’d just pressed a button and a net had fallen over me.


“Well, do you guys want to walk me back to my dorm to pick up my stuff? It’s that building there.”


My mother looked surprised. “Don’t you want to stick around and at least watch the ceremony? I mean, your friends must be graduating, right?” Her voice quavered with desperation, betraying her perfect faÃ§ade. My father shot her a disgusted look.


Ah, yes, my college chums. How could I explain the situation in language my parents would understand? What variable would best represent the friends I’d failed to make? Q is for the people who tried to be friends with you, whom you rebuffed, because you’d rather stare at a dead pig who doesn’t ask questions. T is for Michael, the guy you went out with for a week sophomore year, the nice Chem major with soft blue eyes, your one foray into social life, who jokingly asked if your Iranian father was a terrorist. Did the combination of Q and T, the slow accumulation of disappointments, plus the weight of lingering virginity, equal . . . a failing GPA?


“No, thanks. I’ll pass.” I stared down at my mother’s University of Chicago graduation program, with its faceless graduate standing with a fist raised. Why had she even taken one? “So,” I said, expertly changing the subject, “heard anything from Uri?”


My mother cringed slightly, as if preparing to tell me bad news. Her life is full of bad news. She is a 911 dispatcher, a woman with a practiced, calm voice. A woman who knows how to deal with men who have been mauled by dogs, with women whose children have swallowed ant poison.


“Oh, you know your crazy brother. He’s AWOL again. I think he said he was in one of the Northwest Territories? Is that what his postcard said?” She stared at my father. “Yusef, where did Uri say he was?”


My father took off his glasses and used his tie to clean them, oblivious to my mother. Oblivious to the entire situation.


“Anyway,” she sighed, “I’m sure he’ll be coming home some time or another.” Out of my peripheral vision, I saw a streak of yellow hair. Cameron Edison, an airhead whose sentences always seemed to end in question marks, yet who was, inexplicably, training to be a marine biologist. I used to watch her in class and imagine her giving presentations at an aquarium. “This is the octopus? His diet, like, consists of small fish?”


Crap, I thought. Don’t look my way. Don’t—


“Oh my God? Jasmine?” she squawked, the words floating up. “Can you believe we made it?”


I froze, refusing to turn around. Perhaps if I was still enough, she would mistake me for a beached squid. She didn’t even know I wasn’t graduating.


“Honey, someone’s talking to you,” my mother said, grinning over my shoulder at Cameron. She gave a little wave. “Is that one of your friends?”


“Oh, well, I don’t really know her . . .” I stammered, ignoring her.


Cameron must have taken the hint, because after a few interminable seconds in which she eyed my parents and glared at me, she walked off, her tassel bouncing. I saw her later on with some other girls, and she gave me the stink-eye.


My father, his arms straining against the same tight tweed blazer he’s owned for twenty-five years, suddenly looked at me as if he’d recognized me for the first time, and smacked me hard on the back—a thing he does only on important days. His version of physical affection. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.


“Mom and I go get suitcases from the car. We meet you back at the dorm.”


“I don’t need any suitcases,” I said.


“That’s all right.” My mother patted me on the arm like a victim of some small calamity. “Everybody needs suitcases.”


Twenty minutes later, I watched them slowly climb the stairs of my residence hall. There wasn’t much for them to do. I had already stuffed everything into five trash bags.


My father looked out the window at the students tossing their caps into the air and woke from his stupor. “Oh. It is the Graduation Day?” In the empty room, his voice had a slight echo.


I wished I knew what he was thinking when he tuned out like that, where he went in his head. Hopefully it was a better place, a tropical island free of daughters. Of failure.


He stood there holding the suitcases my mother had bought once, long ago, when she imagined me carrying my possessions inside their designer logo fabric, on my first day of college. My mother sighed and glanced at the bags of my stuff on the floor.


“Yep, everybody’s graduating today,” I said, neglecting to finish our shared thought: “Everyone except me.”


I nearly graduated. I very nearly did. I was going to be a biologist. Even now, as I say that, it sounds strange. Past tense, was. As if I have died. Degrees in biology and zoology. An overachiever. That’s what my mother would say at the funeral for my academic career. “I told her to relax,” my mother would declare with a helpless shrug at the funeral podium. “I told her to bathe with lavender, but she wouldn’t listen. She spent all her time cutting up dead animals, writing about the bones of dead things.” Here lies her unfinished thesis on Bone Worship, growing moldy under the weight of so much dirt.


Maybe her parents pushed her too hard. Immigrant father, wants daughter to rise in the world.


The e-mails from my professors—“Jasmine, you were my top student. What’s going on?”—were still in my inbox.


There was a long silence as the three of us stood watching a dust bunny float across the floor. “I guess we should probably go,” I said, finally. “We don’t want to miss our flight.”


My father insisted on taking more bags than he could carry. As a result, he had to stop every few minutes and put one of them down. My mother and I tried to help him, but he made a sour face and we left him alone.


“It’s okay,” my mother said. “Let him do it himself if he wants. You and I will carry the suitcases.”


I tried not to notice how light the suitcases felt as we followed him out of the dorm and across The Midway. We slowed down, and eventually he disappeared into the maze of cars in the parking lot.


“Jasmine,” my mother said, stopping suddenly between two enormous trucks and placing the suitcases on the asphalt. “I want you to know it’s okay not to have a degree. There are other options your father and I want to talk to you about.”


I knew what she was going to say, but she didn’t get a chance to say anything, because then we heard it—a strange jingling sound. Maybe he thought we were lost. Maybe it was some audible expression of his anger at what this day was supposed to be but wasn’t. All I know is that there, several rows ahead, was my father, his arm extended upward, the tweed blazer about to rip, shaking his car keys as hard as he could.


My mother smiled and waved back at him.


My father shook the keys harder, signaling something—I had no idea what. Perhaps they were supposed to remind me of wedding bells.
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Having failed out of school, I’m due back home. To find a job, and, my father says, to find a husband. “Is the way it happens,” he says. “Your hastegar,” your marriage. A husband he will find for me in a year’s time. An arrangement, neat and clean as pressed silk.


Other people, people like Cameron Edison, are becoming marine biologists, and I’m supposed to become someone’s wife. Crazy, right?


It was my father’s foolproof plan, with my mother’s perfume-scented blessing. He’d pay for me to go to college as long as I applied myself, avoided nefarious boys, and graduated with honors, thus ensuring a respectable future career. It worked for a while. All study, no dates, making for a very, very dull girl. But since I proved too irresponsible to seal the deal with a diploma, he’s ready to enact his Plan B. Hastegar. “How romantic,” my mother used to say with a distant smile, “the Old World ways.” For my parents, it seems the guiding hand of a proper, pre-screened husband is in order. Yet this marriage arrangement has never been discussed formally between us—it’s simply understood.


I first learned about hastegar long ago, the way one hears about taxes and jobs and jury duty when one is a child—things whispered of by adults but not quite real. Once, when I was about twelve, I sat with my mother as she folded sheets, and I tried on her wedding band.


“You dreaming of your Prince Charming?” she asked.


I ignored her, twisting the ring around and around on my finger and watching her struggle to bring together the corners of the sheet.


“Can I have this ring? You never wear it.”


“Be careful with that,” she warned. “It’s not for dress-up.” My mother looked tired, I remember—late nights, long hours taking calls. “You know, your father will probably choose the man you marry. Isn’t that a special tradition? He’ll know the man before you do.” She looked out the window then, as if she were waiting for that man to walk up the graveled driveway.


“Why?” I watched her face, the strands of hair falling forward from her neat ponytail.


“Because that’s how they do it in your father’s country. It’s called an arranged marriage.” My mother lost control of the corners of the sheet, and the whole thing fell to the floor. Immediately she retrieved it and began shaking it out vigorously.


“Why do they do it like that?” I asked, still twisting the ring. I felt like she was telling me something I’d never have to think about, something the ancient Greeks did.


“It’s part of the Iranian culture, the religion.” She picked up another sheet and started folding it.


“But we aren’t religious. Dad doesn’t even pray,” I said. “We’re Americans. And besides, you and Dad weren’t arranged, were you?” I took off the ring and put in back in her jewelry box.


“That’s got nothing to do with it,” my mother said in a huff. She grabbed a pile of pillowcases and quickly changed the subject.


At the time, I thought I’d ruined the conversation, if it ever really was a conversation. Now I think she was just explaining my fate.


The second time my mother and I discussed their plans for me was the day I called to tell them I wouldn’t be graduating. I was sitting on my bed in the dormitory, looking out the window at the trees blown nearly horizontal by the wind.


“When’s the ceremony?” my mother asked. “Your father and I want to fly up.”


“He does? He never wants to fly anywhere. Let alone to Chicago.”


“Oh, honey, don’t be dramatic. He wants to come, he really does,” she lied.


“Well, look. I appreciate it, but there’s really no point in you guys coming. You know the thing is, my grades have slipped the last couple of quarters. Like, really slipped.”


“Your father thinks you should consider a tutor. He’ll pay for it and everything.”


“Yeah, but it’s too late for that. I failed. I mean, I can always re-apply, repeat my last quarter. But for now, I’m out.”


And then there was complete silence as I waited for her to say something, a gaping space-sized void. “Well?”


Finally my mother said well back, not as a question but as a statement. “Well.” Come home. As usual, she didn’t snap or shout. She had managed to contain her anger deep inside, in an artfully decorated box marked: Family Crisis. “I hope you know what you’re doing then.”


“What will Dad think?” I asked, though I really didn’t want an answer.


Throughout the dorm, kids were slamming their doors in excitement. I heard my neighbor’s suitcase rolling down the hall.


My mother breathed on the other line. “You know what your father will think.” I imagined the histrionics she would have to endure when she told him—since I was too much a coward to tell him myself. “You know what he’ll expect of you, especially without a degree.”


“No, I don’t—I don’t know a thing about him. Why don’t you just put him on the phone!”


“Don’t be that way, okay, Jasmine? We’ll be seeing you soon.”


“What does he—?”


My mother quietly hung up the phone.


I’m willing to bet she doesn’t hang up on her 911 callers, sick people, people whose hands are caught in machinery, and yet she’s always hanging up on me. The slightest hint of a raised voice, the tiniest suggestion of irritation, and she places the phone calmly back in its cradle with a non-negotiable click.


That day, on the phone with my mother, I told myself that my father couldn’t possibly be serious. I am not a child of Iran, merely the child of a transplanted Iranian and an American. Even if he was serious, I could play possum. I could postpone the wedding. Even if there was already a man singled out, having his teeth professionally cleaned, being fitted for a tuxedo. I thought to myself: I can get out of it. Perhaps I will turn out to be unmarriageable. Perhaps all husbands will be rendered extinct.


How on earth could they expect me to agree to an arranged marriage? I mean, I guess you can marry someone without knowing a thing about him, but why would anyone want to? It must be like being married to the outline of a person, a dotted line. Or a paper doll.


This is what happened with my mother. She married a man she didn’t know, not because it was arranged, but because she liked the not knowing. She liked committing herself to a man who smelled strange, a man with an accent and a language she could not master. This is nothing new, I realize, but it still seems strange to me. To marry someone because he is a mystery.


My parents don’t go to parties any more, but when they used to, back when they first moved to Georgia, some woman would always get my mother off in a corner and ask her about my father. “Oh, Margaret, your husband is so exotic,” the woman would say. “What’s it like to be married to an Iranian?”


My mother would swallow and say something like “It’s unusual,” or “It’s an experience.” She stood with these women, her long brown hair twisted in a knot at the back of her neck, the hem of her skirt brushing against her little knees, and watched my father standing near a wall or a potted plant, avoiding people. The women studied him like an animal in a zoo.


Maybe they imagined going to bed with my father in a colorful tent with handwoven carpets beneath them. He would tell them about the perfection of Persian carpets—how the carpet makers had to tie an imperfect knot. Otherwise the carpets would be too perfect. “Like you,” they imagined him saying as he touched their faces.


During the first year of their marriage, my mother attended these parties with my father. He was a young Iranian doctor, new in town, with an American wife in tow. He felt he had to prove himself to the townspeople, as a doctor, as someone to be trusted. He felt that such proof involved a wife standing at his side, holding a drink or a napkin in her small white hand.


Eventually, after he attended enough of these parties, my father no longer seemed strange or exotic to them. He was accepted in the town of Arrowhead, and he was trusted with the townspeople’s health. He became a fixture in times of broken bones and illness.


I know my mother must have been glad when people stopped expecting my father’s presence at parties, when they no longer expected hers. When she no longer had to explain how a nice, plain Southern girl from a completely ordinary background, a former all-American college cheerleader, ended up married to a foreigner.


Now when an invitation comes in the mail, my mother does not go. She sends her regrets. She doesn’t have to prove a thing.
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As the wheels of the plane touched the ground, I was jostled into my parents’ shoulders. The sudden close contact made us all uncomfortable, as if we were being squeezed together by a pair of giant arms for a holiday photograph.


“Welcome to Atlanta!” boomed the pilot.


My father laughed nervously as my mother gazed out the window, gently pressing her pants flat with the palms of her hands. For someone who deals with crises, I thought to myself, she certainly despises messiness. Wrinkles, out-of-place strands of hair. Disappointment.


I stared at the back of the seat in front of me while I secretly unlocked the seatbelt, hiding my hands as best I could under my shirt.


“What are you doing?” my mother exclaimed, looking down at my open seatbelt as if I’d just deliberately poured a drink down myself. “You know the captain still has the light on!”


“You want to get killed?” my father demanded with great embarrassment. He looked around to see if anyone else was watching.


“But we’ve landed . . . What could happen—?” And just like that, before I could say anything more, my mother grabbed one end of the belt, and my father grabbed the other. Together, they locked me in.


Welcome home.
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adjustment period


Since I’ve been home from school, I’ve been avoiding serious conversations with my parents about the future.


The first morning back, my father walked into the kitchen, took one look at me, and started to open his mouth as if to speak. But then he abruptly closed it and stuck his head in the refrigerator to find an egg. My mother gazed at me during a Mastercard commercial with a bride and groom, smiling knowingly like it was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen, but she didn’t say a word. Unless you count after the commercial ended, when she looked down at my legs and asked, “Honey, do you want me to go shopping with you for a new pair of pants?” She didn’t seem amused when I told her I’d been buying my own pants for quite a while now.


I’ve been spending my time away from the house at the public library. If the librarians are busy or looking away, sometimes I scribble stories about my father or random animal facts in the margins of books no one ever reads. The Life of the Manta Ray. Giant Squid: A History. Some of the time I spend studying up on Iran. Reading books about arranged marriages and Persian carpets. Looking for evidence of my father’s life under the “Tehran, Iran” entry in the Encyclopedia Britannica.


Arrowhead is not Chicago. The exit sign from the highway is missing both r’s: A OWHEAD. We have an antiques shop that smells like urine, a library, a flat, elongated hospital decorated in lime greens from the 1970s, a high school/elementary school, a rinky-dink mall, a park, and the Arrowhead Quick Stop. That’s basically it. The townspeople, the same crafty old citizens who lured my father here years ago to heal them, recently splurged and planted azaleas in the middle of Main Street. There’s a tiny sign in front of the flower bush that says “A spot of pride,” as if the azaleas are the only thing the town has going for itself.


Arrowhead is not the smallest town in Georgia, but you can tell from the library what kind of town you’re in. There are no fancy stone carvings, like Harper Library. No 135-foot towers winding up into the skies of Hyde Park. Unlike the Chicago Public Library or even Ryerson and Burnham, I can walk from one end of the measly Arrowhead Public Library to the other in just under twenty-four paces. This doesn’t mean I don’t have a certain fondness for the library, its intimacy and comforting smell of paper, glue, and copy machines. I love the way people’s shoes scuff the fibers of the maroon carpet backwards into a different color. And the fact that I can still find books I read in science class when I was in third grade. Still, you’d think they’d want to overhaul things every decade or so.


I tell myself it’s only a matter of time before I get used to being back here and it doesn’t seem so strange and provincial to me any more. Hell, maybe I screwed it all up because I secretly missed Arrowhead. But somehow I doubt it.


My first morning back, I woke up and didn’t recognize my childhood bedroom.


For several seconds, while I tried to free myself from the baby-blue sheets, sheets my mother had purchased and put on the bed while I was away, I wasn’t sure where I was. The ceiling, once a sterile eggshell white, was a different color—a pale, soothing, pastel yellow.


My mother really, really loves pastels.


I wish I had a T-shirt that read “In Adjustment Period” or perhaps “Still Adjusting,” or even less complicated: “Adjusting.” I would wear this shirt in places like the Arrowhead Quick Stop or even at the library where the librarians are kind but stupid, having not caught on to the concept of “Adjustment Period.” They smile and run my books on invertebrates through their scanners. And then, just as I’m leaving with my books under my arm, about to walk out into the steaming parking lot, they ask, with the best intentions: “So, how come you came back? Didn’t like the big city?”


In the days since I’ve come home, I have started wondering about my father. It’s terrifying to realize that I know nothing about him after twenty-two years. I could be turning into him and I wouldn’t even know it.


Here’s an abbreviated version of what I know about my father: He is a doctor, and a good one, I believe. He was born in Iran and came to the United States when he was in his early twenties. He never changed my or my brother’s diapers. He never played with us when we were children. Mostly he observed us from a safe distance like a potentially flammable lab experiment. Yet he was nothing if not fiscally generous; he put us through school, paid for everything. My father has been present all of the years of my life, but if I had to stand up at his funeral one day and tell the world about his desires and hopes and who he was as a person, what he most loved, I’d stand there mute.


A daughter should know something about her father by the age of twenty-two. I’ve started asking him questions, gradually, like leaving a bunch of socks balled up under someone’s bed, one by one. I leave the questions under our antique mahogany tables, behind the buttercream-colored chairs.


Who are you? What was life like in Iran? Why won’t you tell me?


This is what I know, from rare moments when I overheard him confiding in my mother. Times in high school when he followed me around the house, talking. Moments of weakness, truth-telling. Late at night, after wine or a phone call. Information that leaked out before my father sealed himself back up. I know these seven things about him, which sometimes I write down here in the library or in my bedroom at night. I list them so I won’t forget. One: my father once pushed a cousin off a wall. Two: he refused broccoli from childhood on. Three: he makes rice every night of his life. Four: he used to beat our dogs with a shovel. Five: my father calls his parents in Iran every other Sunday, but only then, and they never call him. Six: his brother was once beaten by the authorities. Seven: there is something terribly wrong with his father’s—my grandfather’s—heart, but my father will not return to Iran to see him.


There are also a few other things. Stories my mother shared about my father. Stories he told. But it’s difficult for me to tell if one fact is more important than another. Who can say whether one story is more important to him, or if any of them are important to him at all?


When I ask, my father makes a face or dismisses my questions with his hand, sweeping them down from the air around his head.


So I write them down, these stories.


I know what this looks like. I know that if the librarians or the two other patrons today were to walk up behind me and see me writing stories about my father’s life in Iran, stories I have made up, stories glued together from things I’ve heard and misheard, they would look at me hard and say: “What are you doing? Get a job, dumbass. Don’t move back into your parents’ house where they expect you to get married.” But where else should I go? What else should I do? I’m not prepared for a career. All I have is a head full of useless zoological facts and no degree. “I just won’t go through with it,” I write in the margins of Understanding Red Uakaris.


People my age in Visa commercials have jobs and husbands, it’s true, but they’re generally not half-Iranian college dropouts who like to write in library books and have no idea what to do with themselves. Their fathers are the kinds of fathers who put bows on cars and weep into their daughters’ hair. Their past is not a mystery.


There aren’t a lot of pictures of my father floating around, but there is one that happens to be my favorite. It’s one in which he is young—younger than I am now. His hair is big and curly, almost an afro, and he’s wearing thick black-framed glasses and a little white nautical hat. His hair curls up over the edges of the hat. The clothes he wears are from the Sears boys’ department. He’s lying on a bed, looking serious. He reminds me of Woody Allen or Jim Croce. You’d think he is about to break into song.


I took this picture of him to college. For four years, it was taped over my bed along with pictures of white bears, anacondas, elephants, and other wild animals. A photo of my brother Uri, easily mistaken for an animal, scrambling up the Sierras. My mother as a young, beautiful girl with a perm, training for 911.


My one college date, my almost-boyfriend Michael, once came into my room and asked about the animals, his eyes moving across each picture like in a museum, until he paused at my studious father. Genus? I wanted him to ask. Phylum? Chemical content? Why, I’m not sure, I’d answer. He has not yet been classified on a periodic chart, a table of elements.


That night in my dorm room, I watched the back of Michael’s head, thick with brown curls, as he stared at the picture of my father for several minutes. I was so nervous, I kept twisting my thumb until it turned a pinkish white. We had just kissed for the third time after seeing a movie, and I had begun to wonder what might happen next, fondling, sex even, and whether or not I should come clean and tell him I was still a virgin. All these thoughts were kaleidoscoping through my head when he turned around to face me with a little smirk.


“What’s the deal?” he asked. “He’s Iranian? Is he, like, a terrorist or something?” He was just joking, but my faced burned with shame.


How could he say such a thing? I wanted to shout some rejoinder about how he didn’t know my father so he should just shut the hell up. Something about my father being a great, important man, an immigrant who rose from poverty to come to America to heal people. Yet I realized how silly that would sound. And the truth was, I didn’t know anything about him, not really. How could I even defend him? After I stood there seething for what seemed like forever, I finally asked Michael to leave.


“Hey, lighten up, Jasmine,” he said. “It’s no big deal. I’m sorry.”


I didn’t answer his phone calls afterward; I never talked to him again after he left that night. And I never paused any longer when my eyes came to my father’s photo, tacked up on my dorm-room wall, right next to the chinook salmon.


In the stacks behind me, there’s an old woman with a hot-pink scarf around her neck. I don’t think she’s watching me. Though the scarf appears to be strangling her, fastened so tight her neck seems bloodless beneath it, she projects a placid happiness, as if it’s a beautiful way to die. A pretty noose, all in pink.


Inspired, I take out my sharpest pencil and turn to the last blank page in a faded book on trilobites, where I record my clandestine ruminations on the plight of the Iranian bride.


In Iran, on your wedding night, an old woman will place a white silk handkerchief on the bed beneath your body. She won’t tell you that she’s doing this, but you will know, assuming you have sisters or a mother to explain the handkerchief and the old woman’s presence to you. This old woman will be related to you, or maybe she won’t be. Maybe she’ll be a close friend of the family. Her intentions are good, though you might never see her again.


If it were not your wedding night, if you were not already worried about so many things—about your husband’s weight on your body, if your weak hips will hold him and all his bones—if there was nothing else on your mind, then you might think of the white handkerchief as a kind of scientific experiment. You might imagine scientists observing your first night of love making on this white, silken petri dish, taking down observations in a notebook, standing among vials ready for your husband’s fluids and your own.


But probably you won’t think this. You are too young, science does not mean a thing to you. You lie with your new husband. You are still getting used to his face, and you feel so much pressure, and you look over his shoulder (he is still only a boy, it seems) when your blood spills out and is caught and absorbed by the clean white silk beneath you.


Now you can breathe a sigh of relief. You can stop worrying about what will happen if the old woman comes later and there is no blood. You don’t have to imagine the shock and disappointment on her face. You can stop worrying about all this, and you can start worrying about babies. You can feel the silk under your legs, your skin. Your husband shudders. He is close to crushing you. You can stop worrying. You have proof.


By the time I’m finished, the old woman has disappeared from the stacks, gone home perhaps to die a quiet, fashionable death. I close the book, throw my own books in my old school bag, and head home on foot. The streets are so quiet here, as if there’s nowhere anyone needs to be. No elevated trains or skyscrapers. No Brother’s K Coffeehouse, where all the Northwestern students used to hang out—no coffee houses at all. No students to observe, rushing by with their clothes and hairstyles. No eyes to avoid.


I walk the handful of blocks from the Arrowhead Library to my parents’ house, passing a young woman standing in a flower garden, scratching her head, and, in the kudzu-draped yard of the next house, two St. Bernards barking in unison. This is a Brady neighborhood, as far from Woodlawn or Hyde Park as you can get.


When I get home, my father’s in the living room watching a show on war aircraft in black and white archival footage, and I creep by him through the hall and into my bedroom without him noticing. I read a few pages of my book on invertebrates before falling asleep.


There’s this dream I’ve been having ever since I came home:


I have a son in the dream, but with his dark skin and pale eyes he looks nothing like me. In the tub, my son sits with his back to me. He is at the age when he is beginning to be shy of me, when he does not want me to look at him. Tell me about your father, he says, not grandfather or granddad, but your father. He says it in a way that makes him seem like a thirty-year-old shrink. It’s as if we have gone out on a date and have gotten through the small talk, like we have run out of drinks. I take the washcloth and squeeze it out, letting warm water drip over the skin of his chest.


In this dream, my father’s ashes sit on a little table in my son’s room, yet I don’t want him to have the ashes. I fight with my husband, a man whose face I can never get a good look at.


My son overhears us and refuses to talk to me. He talks to the ashes instead. He talks in a funny made-up language, something he thinks is like Farsi.


Then the dream shifts. I sneak into my son’s room at night and take my father’s ashes. I carry them outside and empty them in my husband’s garden. I weigh the ashes in my hand, calculating the exact weight of my father’s melted bones and gases, and replace the ashes with a handful of dirt. I put the urn back in my son’s room, and for the rest of my life I know he is telling secrets to a pile of dirt.


This is the gist of the dream. Sometimes it varies slightly, but I always wake up confused, with my pajamas sticking to my body and the strange smell of my damp hair on the pillow. Sometimes I sit up in bed for hours after the dream, angrily thinking about Michael’s comment and my mute ignorance, and just listening to my father breathing in the next room.
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possible palpitations


The next morning, early, I walk into the kitchen and find my father waiting for me. Illuminated from behind, he resembles an enormous carnival clown in drab gray clothing, his shirt puffed out on all sides and the wisps of his remaining hair curled out like a cotton candy halo. He’s sitting with his hands folded in his lap, the Arrowhead Gazette on the table in front of him. The headline reads “Town Swallowed . . . ,” but his bowl of cereal conceals the rest.


“Where’s Mom? Isn’t she usually up by now, doing her yoga or manning the phone?”


“She’s at seminar with Eleanor in Macon,” he says, without looking up. “Something about living to her potential. Is probably a waste of money.”


“Oh.” I feel the strange need to defend her. “Well, whatever she needs to be happy can’t be a waste. You know, you should support her. Encourage her. We both should.”


He glares at me. “A job is not important,” he declares suddenly, clearing his throat, as if continuing an earlier conversation we’ve never had. “A husband and family are.”


I pull out the chair and sit down across from him, but he ignores me and continues to squint down at the newspaper.


“Most feminists would disagree with you,” I mutter.


He moves the newspaper close to his face, as if incredulously searching for evidence of a miniature Gloria Steinem.


“Looks like you’re having some trouble reading that small print.”


“What you talking?” he asks, irritated.


“I’m just saying maybe you should invest in some new glasses,” I venture. “You know as well as anyone that your eyesight deteriorates as you grow older.”


“Don’t change subject.”


“Listen, why should I marry someone I don’t even know? Does that seem wise to you?”


“I say what wise now.” He reads from the page of stock quotes, still squinting. Every few seconds, he makes a small mark next to one of the numbers. He circles a fraction; he makes up and down arrows.


“Dad, honestly. I mean, don’t I deserve a little break from making decisions? I just got home.” The moment I say it, I have to laugh at myself—I never make decisions. I chose Chicago by picking it out of a hat. If my hand had been two centimeters to the left, I would have ended up at NYU. I never have been able to make a choice, because it seems if I wait long enough, someone will make it for me. Usually my parents.


Unless you count my decision to fail. That was all me.


When my father decides to do something, he does it. Like the first week after I arrived home when he took me outside and pointed to our giant pecan tree.


“What happened?” I asked. One of the limbs had fallen to the ground.


“Lightning.”


“What will you do?”


“I cut it,” my father said with determination.


“That’s a big project. Why don’t you wait until the next time Uri comes so he can help you.”


“I don’t need help,” he said.


“Dad, at least let me . . .”


He made a dismissive motion with his hand, cutting through the air. Later that day, he went out and cut it piece by piece, sweat dripping down the folds of his neck, his glasses fogging up with perspiration. He cut the tiny branches and leaves, but the huge arm remained. Eventually my father gave up. It stayed there, dragging the ground. He cut away everything else but the limb.


“Because,” he says suddenly, breaking my reverie. It seems like he’s been having a conversation with himself again. “Because you must marry. I pick someone. You will know him when I pick. Is how it’s done. You can’t stay here all your life with me paying for it.”


“Who said anything about staying here?” My voice rises. If this had been a phone conversation with my mother, this is the exact moment she would hang up on me. “I’m going to figure out what I want to do and then leave—find a job, find an apartment. That’s how I’m going to do it. It’s not that complicated, you realize.”


My father rises from the table, abandoning the paper.


“You make your choice when you did not graduate. You see this?” He points to the up and down arrows. “This how life is. How money is.”


He gathers his things, paper clips and rubber bands, things I can’t imagine him using at the hospital, and stuffs them into his pockets. His clothes are old; there are sweat stains in different shapes on both sleeves under the armpits. I’m amazed my mother lets him out of the house dressed like this, but then I’m certain he would refuse to wear any clothes she might pick out for him. My father seems baffled, wondering what he’s forgotten. His driver’s license.


How hard can it be, finding a husband? I was a biology major, after all. I read about a study of pheromones once—a study in which college women were olfactorily attracted to the undershirts of the men with whom they were most reproductively compatible. The men most likely to father their babies. So it’s simple, really. I will just begin smelling the T-shirts of all men in my age bracket. When my father asks if I’ve found a shirt I like, I’ll develop a sudden bout of nasal congestion. The results will be inconclusive. Nothing substantial enough for marriage.


“Your driver’s license,” I say, pointing to it. My father doesn’t look at me, but he grabs it off the table near the couch. “So you really don’t think you need glasses, huh?”


“You are not a serious person,” he says as he walks out the door to work. “Serious people go to school and apply themselves.”


Clearly, somehow my father has attributed my four years to a series of keg parties, as opposed to hours alone in the library and weekends hunched over dissected animals. And later, much later, those frenzied visits to Professor Rhodes’s office, when we’d talk so long that the darkness outside the window would surprise us. If only my father knew.


My father doesn’t believe in frivolity. I can only think of one game I’ve ever seem him play; but from the time I was four to about when I turned sixteen, he’d play this game with me. He’d follow me around the house, right on my heels, like a shadow.


“Are you stupid?” he’d ask, a smile on his face.


I kept walking, I shut doors in his face. I sat in the bathroom so long that the sunlight moved from one wall to the next. When I opened the door, he was still there.


“I have to ask you something.” He seemed serious, as if the game was forgotten.


“What?” I always fell for it. “What is it?”


“I really need to ask you something . . . To see if . . . Are you stupid?” And he would break into one of his wild, rare grins. The game went on for hours. He never did this with Uri, just me. It was impossible to get away from him, he horrified me, and yet he was so happy, laughing as he followed me from room to room.


Now when I think of it, I can’t understand why I didn’t just say yes.


Marriage is not an area where one can afford to make mistakes. My father does not trust me to pick the right husband, and perhaps he’s right to doubt my judgment. Just like with Michael, my previous experiences with men have not always been successful.


I used to sit at a table outside on campus trying to look like I was reading. Everyone had to walk by this table to get inside the main door of the dining hall. What I was really doing was watching all the male faculty members file out of the buildings. Some of them wore wedding rings, some of them wore rings that didn’t look like wedding rings, rings with designs, rings on the wrong fingers. Some didn’t wear any rings at all. Yet any one of them could have been married. I kept finding this out.


One day near the end of fall quarter, one of the men came toward me, toward the table. I made sure my eyes looked like they were moving across the pages of my book. He got closer, and there was a breeze, followed by a slight smell of cigarette smoke. “Mind if I sit with you?” he asked. I smiled; he sat.


“What are you reading?” The professor didn’t look at me, but thumbed through his bag, looking for cigarettes. I had never seen a professor smoke before. With his quasi-European air, he looked a little like Giancarlo Giannini. Perhaps he was a poet.


With my skinny jeans and one of my tight green turtleneck sweaters, and with my hair curled up at the ends, I was wholesome, Kennedy-esque. A look professors seem to love.


I told him what I was reading, even though I knew he didn’t care. Tree of Origin: What Primate Behavior Can Tell Us About Human Social Evolution, by Frans de Waal.


He just wanted to talk, but I could barely keep from trembling.


I thought how ridiculous I must’ve looked, how I had no self-confidence. If only I’d had some experience, any experience, with men. Men who didn’t play “Are you stupid?” or disappear off the face of the earth like my brother. For a second, I actually wished I’d had sex with Michael that night, before he said what he said. At least then I wouldn’t be telegraphing with my every awkward move that I was a virgin. Those married people in the Visa commercials made it all look so easy.


I let the poet talk. It was nice the way he smoked—how he blew the smoke away from my face, how it still floated to my face and moved into my hair. I thought that by the time he got up and left and went back to his girlfriend, I would smell just like him. He wasn’t very attractive, but his chest was the kind of chest that women want to rest their heads on and be still.


Then he told me about his wife. So he was married, despite not having a ring. She was forcing him to move to Florida in a few months because she couldn’t live in a place where the temperature fell below seventy degrees.


“How come?” I asked, with the perfect amount of interest. I believe my hair even moved convincingly with the tilt of my head.


“Some kind of disorder,” he said. “It’s not fatal or anything. Don’t worry.”


Apparently, she had an illness that robbed her nose, toes, and fingers of circulation in unforgiving air.


“You don’t know the name of your wife’s disease?” I asked incredulously, but at that moment I saw his face fall, and I realized that I’d accidentally killed him. Death of the ego. You can kill a person with a question; I’ve seen it happen. Like Michael asking if my father was a terrorist.


Gathering my books, I took a last look at him, his messy hair, his black jacket with chocolate-brown elbow pads. I had expected him to leave first.


“I guess I should go,” I muttered.


I was busy imagining the professor and his wife living in their cold Arlington Heights apartment, picturing him leaning in to kiss her featureless face, touch her smooth, fingerless hand, when he started asking me questions.


“Where are you from? Where are your parents from?”


I had not killed him after all. I suppose it was inevitable, the questions about Iran. His face lit up as if we were about to fight. He wanted to know about my father, but I had nothing to tell him. Like everyone else who asks those questions, he could not understand why I didn’t know.


Other people ask, they always do. I tell them they are welcome to conduct their own investigations. Welcome to shake my father until he confesses or coughs up a truth in Farsi. When the poet left, he took my hand, his eyes glowing with the mystery of it all. “You really should find out where you come from,” he said. It was only after he walked away that I looked down at my hand and realized he had placed his business card, with his office number and name, Prof. James R. Rhodes, Literature Department, 18th and 19th Century French Poetry, Room 402, face down against my palm.


After my father leaves for work, I shuffle back to my bedroom, with its yellow walls and robin’s-egg–blue window sills. I can just see my mother decorating it, humming as she replicated the colors from a magazine, arranging her hair in an artful disarray contained by a ’do rag like a 1970s housewife. A woman with a project. Though she would never go so far as to wear a pair of overalls.


I feel guilty about going back to bed—it’s so very college dropout of me—but I set an alarm clock and climb under the sheets, falling asleep almost instantly. In my dream, I have a son again, and it seems like I’m the worst parent in the world. At close to eleven, the clock buzzes, and though I’m terribly disoriented, I record the dream in my journal:


I was a bad mother. I took him to a horror movie when he was three. He fell on a hardwood floor while under my supervision. He lost all his teeth and they did not come back. In his own strange language, he told me he was going to a place far away from me, to Vienna, to have his teeth fixed.


“Wait,” I said. “There’s some important information for you to know. I have some stories to tell. If you do not hear these stories now, you’ll never hear them at all.”


He crawls into bed with me. He keeps falling asleep in my arms before I can get through each story, but he’s ashamed to admit it, and when I ask him what he thinks, he says in his strange, toothless lisp that he cannot say until he hears more.


I wish I could stay in bed all day and pretend my bedroom is my dorm, that I’m late for labeling pig-blood samples in the Erman Center lab.


“Jasmine,” Professor Mulvaney used to say when I asked for the code to the lab on Saturday nights. “Don’t you want to go out with your classmates?” When I looked at her, confused, she said “Everybody needs to unwind.” Everybody needs suitcases.


I never figured out a way to explain that being around those other people wasn’t unwinding for me. Being alone in the lab—the chill, the quiet, the chemicals—somehow was. I made my own decisions in that room. Amounts, measurements.


Sitting on my bed, I think of things I could do to pacify my father. In my mind, I say the words again and again to get myself motivated: I will. I will.


I will sponsor a competition, and any young Middle Eastern man who can come up with more information about my father, who can add at least two more items to my list of parental information, will get to marry me.


Professor Rhodes, the poet who gave me his card, was a big proponent of the written record. When I first visited him in his office a week after we talked outside, he said: “Don’t be lazy, Jasmine. You could learn Farsi. You could research Tehran. You don’t need your father to educate yourself.” He put a copy of Rumi in my hands. He was always putting things in my hands. He encouraged me to make lists, and to be open. “You’re too closed off,” he said, “and that’s such a shame for someone so young.” Though I became defensive at the time, I recognized it was the truth.


I decide to at least consider the possibility of a husband. To humor my father. So he’ll think I’m doing something, making progress. So he’ll let me stay in the house until I learn a little bit more about who he is. So he’ll let me delay my life for a later date.


It still doesn’t mean I’ll go through with it.


He hasn’t said anything for sure, but I can tell my father wants to start holding auditions. Parties, dinners. Hastegar. I’m seriously considering phoning Chicago, telling the University that I’ve made an awful mistake. Let me back in.


After a while, I get antsy and fish around in the shed behind the house until I find my old bike, its tires low but still usable. Grabbing my bag, I set out for the park, passing perfect rows of peach trees, the whitewashed Baptist church, and houses with little signs in front indicating they’ve won landscaping awards. For a poor town, Arrowhead seems to love to give out awards for shrubbery.


I pedal through the open gate. Arrowhead City Parks & Recreation, the sign reads, half occluded by a weeping willow. On a hot day like this in Chicago, people would be throwing Frisbees to their dogs or lying half-naked on the lawn at The Point or Grant Park, a dramatic backdrop of skyscrapers behind them. Here, there’s hardly anyone, just the occasional stay-at-home mother flanked by fussy children. Spooked by the children, a few brown rabbits sit frozen in terror at the edge of the tree line.


After finding a bench in the shade, I plop down with my journal and books under the shadow of a drooping magnolia. For three hours, I once again have the solitude of the lab. It’s bliss. I read my old textbooks with my feet curled under me on the bench, and no one bothers me. Even the fussy children don’t pay me any mind, as if they think I’m some natural outcropping of the land.


I come up with an idea sometime after three o’clock, after I watch a woman push a stroller over a lonely earthworm. It’s my own theory of marriage: When two people marry, you can see the couple on top of a wall. Everyone can see them, they’re so high up. After they go over, though, you can’t see a thing.


You stand at the bottom when you’re young, watching other people climb up. You hear horror stories, stories about falls, divorces, broken bones. Love stories full of passion and children. But whatever happens, whatever people tell you, is unknowable, unverifiable, because you are on the opposite side of the wall.


This isn’t what my father wants from me, these theories and philosophies. He wants dates and the number for a rental tuxedo place. He wants a list of reception locations. I write Burma, Bora Bora, and Bermuda on a piece of paper in case he asks. Tomorrow I’ll get to the C’s. I start to feel guilty and head home.


At seven sharp, my father comes in and slams the door. His face has the look of work, of being drained of all sources of moisture.


“What did you do today?” he asks urgently, putting down his driver’s license, where he will forget it again tomorrow morning.


“You know, looked at bridal magazines, that kind of thing.”


My mother’s radio scanner flies through a series of signals and stops. A man’s emotionless voice says: “Lost elderly on Main. Possible palpitations.”


“I notice you got out bike,” he says, frowning. “I hope you were careful of snakes nesting in shed.”


How could I have forgotten his fear of snakes? I used to fantasize about telling him I was going to become a herpetologist just to see the look on his face!


“I just figured I should have some form of transportation in case I need to go somewhere,” I shrug. Why is this a big deal? It’s not like I can pedal my way back to Illinois.


“Tires are under-inflated,” he says. “It’s not safe. You can borrow my car, or your mother’s.”


“Okay, fine. Thanks.”


“I think you should get your hair cut, go shopping for a nice dress. I want you to be presentable when I bring people by house.” A long pause conveys the certainty of the coming auditions. “Did you hear what I said?” He’s cranky, waiting for the process to begin.


“Yes.” I run my hands through my tangled hair. He’s right, it’s gotten too long. Messy. Split ends. “Any reason for the haircut?” I ask, knowing full well, but wanting to convince my father that I’m a blank slate. That I was born this morning with a mind that retains information for thirty-three seconds like a dog.
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