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prologue





AS I DODGE THE DANCING BODIES THAT RICOCHET ACROSS the dimly lit room thick with smoke and rhythm, I nearly collide with the tall figure materializing before me.


“Hello, darling.” His voice encircles me in a rich African croon.


I recognize him in the haze as we hug like old friends. A name comes to mind. Abraham. From Mali. Although I am happy to run into him here, we aren’t quite friends, merely sporadic dance acquaintances. But Abraham is a charmer with a honeyed baritone. I’ve chatted with him about Mali. He told me he comes from a town not far from Timbuktu.


The fabled Timbuktu. As a child, whenever I asked my father where he was going, he’d often wink and say, “To Timbuktu.” The sound of the word itself was aromatic, carrying mysterious scents and textures and such a heady sense of festive adventure, I suspected my father had made it up. Until I met Abraham, I wondered whether Timbuktu truly existed.


“Where’s your man tonight, darling?” Abraham asks casually.


I’m not sure whether he is referring to my husband, who he frequently sees me with, or any of the other male dancers in our small dance group.


“Busy,” I say, leaving out the part about the frustration simmering under my skin. How I haven’t been able to dance all night in the way I yearn to. With an early love of rhythmic music, particularly Latin music and Latin dance, my lifelong instinct to move to drums has both haunted me and brought me great joy.


On this Saturday night at Pimiento, a popular Latin dance club in Washington, DC, my husband and I are with friends in a less congested room off the main dance floor. I’ve danced for an hour with the men in our group, spurred on by the beat of the clave, timbales, conga, and trumpets. During the past several dances, though, I’ve been battling my instincts.


We usually take each other’s good-natured missteps with humor. But tonight, I’m irritated by the men’s insistence on fancy footwork that feels more like complex, geometric patterns than a pleasurable dance. The stiffness stifles me.


Needing a break, I excuse myself and head toward the restrooms across another dance floor in another room. I’m searching for something but not sure what. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Abraham appears.


“Where are you going?” Abraham asks, his lilting African accent resonating like a song.


Before I can explain why I am alone and where I am going, the music changes. A deep drumroll leads to a lyrical calypso beat not often heard these days in trendy Latin dance clubs. It is Harry Belafonte’s “Banana Boat Song” from the 1950s.


“Day-o . . . da-a-a-o . . .”


The urge to sway to the seductive tune I know well from my childhood grabs me as I’m flooded with memories of my mother and father dancing to it in our living room in Tehran. This music always possesses me, makes me want to dance the way I used to dance with my father. I’m no longer upset with anyone, only desperate to fill the deep well of sorrow my father’s recent passing has dug into me.


The entire space within the walls of the dance club suddenly overflows with memories of my happiest childhood times with my parents—my Arab father and American mother—sharing their youthful moment in a land and time far away. The music conjures up those early years when the grown-up world was filled with exuberant parties: crystal glasses holding bitter drinks topped with a sweet cherry; the lulling scent of tobacco smoke; the hypnotic, rhythmic calypso beat.


I catch my breath, then offer Abraham my hand. “Shall we dance this?”


He smiles, perhaps sensing the urgency in my voice. “Of course, darling.”


I lean toward him, spellbound, knowing he will lead me in the natural way I long to dance.


“Day-o . . . da-a-a-o . . .”


Abraham embraces me with his right arm, my right hand placed high in his left palm. From previous dances with him, I know we feel the music in the same visceral way. As Harry Belafonte’s voice and words echo inside me, I cease to care about anything but dancing to this island song in this simple, timeless style. The Caribbean rhythm pounds in my chest. I sense it with my heart. Swaying in step with him, I play with the music and fly high with the drums and the intoxicating sensuality that explodes from the earthy beat. It’s as though the rhythm flowed through my veins in my mother’s womb. I’ve been delivered to where I want to be.


We barely move from our spot as Abraham leads me to take short “street dancer” steps, rather than intricate choreography or perfected ballroom strides. It’s the way my father danced.


Although I’ve been training in Latin ballroom dance technique for several years, something is missing in those elegant, stylized steps. Something inside me remains submerged, an agitation in my muscles that yearns to be expressed. As I sink into the Caribbean melody now, a primal urge bubbles to the surface, intuitive and raw. I dance from my soul rather than my head, moving from a place of complete bliss.


I smile, wondering what Abraham would say if I told him my joy in dancing with him has more to do with a soothing, ancient memory than anything else. Neither of my parents had any connection to Latin America or the Caribbean, yet the unexpected Harry Belafonte song brings back my suave, dark-haired father and my flame-haired mother as they danced to the Afro-Cuban and calypso rhythms they loved so much.


I envision the young couple. My father holds my mother in a casual embrace, his left arm held high, nearly above his head, where he cradles her palm in his. Latin style. They sway their hips sensuously to the music. She gazes up at him. He pulls her closer.


Harry Belafonte’s music—the calypso songs of the Caribbean islands that ignited the 1950s international dance scene—is what my parents always played and danced to. It never failed to awaken my father’s indomitable passion for dance, one that he would instill in me. Harry, the “King of Calypso,” would rescue and buoy us in the best and worst of times.


I inch closer to Abraham. I feel a vital, embarrassing need to connect to him and through him to them. This is home.


I’ve run into my mother’s embrace in the dark, the way I often do in dreams that end abruptly as she melts away, just when I am about to reach her.


And yet the exquisite dance moment holds more than recollections of my mother. At the core of this mysterious force is my father, and the way it used to be for the three of us when they were both alive.













one

Young Love







THE DANCING WOULD COME LATER. FIRST, A NINETEEN-YEAR-OLD Southern belle from Tennessee and a twenty-two-year-old Muslim Palestinian from Jerusalem had to meet and marry in 1951.


I imagine a muggy Washington evening in late summer. My mother and her girlfriend walk into the Middle Eastern deli where they often pick up groceries and cigarettes. My father stands behind the counter, glancing up at the two women. The pretty redhead catches his eye. Although he is dazzled, he doesn’t flirt with her. It isn’t his way. My affable and inquisitive mother, though, isn’t shy. Instinctively drawn to the handsome dark-haired man glancing her way, she watches him light a cigarette, his lips pursed, his fingers confidently cupping the lighter. She flashes him a smile.


Over the coming weeks, as my mother learns the exotic young foreigner at the deli is an Arab from Jerusalem, she knows she’s found her match—a man with an eye to the wider world she’s been yearning to explore.


“That’s for me!” she tells her girlfriend, sealing her fate.


My mother, Jean Ashburn Pedigo, grew up in Old Hickory, outside of Nashville. At seventeen, she enrolled at Vanderbilt University, her parents’ alma mater, with dreams of becoming a writer. Two years later, restless and eager to explore beyond her native southern town, she transferred to Northwestern University in Chicago to pursue a degree in journalism. By the end of the school year, however, my mother’s wanderlust got the better of her. Disillusioned by the Midwest—and despite her parents’ vehement objections—she paused her studies and headed to the cosmopolitan city of Washington, DC, in search of a more exciting life.


My father would travel a rockier road to cross paths with her. In 1946, at the age of seventeen, Khalil Mohammad Karjawally arrived in the United States by ship from the port of Haifa, Palestine, prepared to study economics at Michigan State University. He had left his hometown of Jerusalem, against his father’s wishes, with a promise to obtain his degree in America and return.


Not long after he left for America, however, fate changed his course when war broke out in his homeland. In 1947, the news reports reached my father in Michigan. The recent, ongoing violence between the Arab and Jewish communities in British-controlled Palestine had escalated. Fighting had erupted between the neighboring Arab countries’ armies and the local Jewish forces over a United Nations resolution that the territory of Palestine be partitioned into Arab and Jewish states.


By 1948, a decades-old British Mandate over the territory of Palestine had ended, and a new state of Israel had been created. Hundreds of thousands of Palestinians had fled or been displaced from their cities, towns, and villages of origin. Borders were reconfigured. Western Palestine, with its coastal cities and towns on the Mediterranean, along with the western portion of Jerusalem, were to be incorporated into the nascent Jewish state. My father’s home of East Jerusalem, with the inland towns of Eastern Palestine, were to be absorbed by the neighboring Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan across the Jordan River.


Unlike the Palestinians displaced from their homes in what became Israel, my father’s family remained in what was now Jordanian-controlled East Jerusalem. Yet my father’s old passport, a British-issued Palestinian one, was no longer valid. Cut off and alone in America—technically a refugee—my father was conflicted. Should he try to return home to help his family? Should he stay in the United States and complete his studies? Could he even travel now without valid citizenship?


Realizing that returning to Jerusalem now would serve no useful purpose, my father decided to stay. Aware of Jerusalem’s war-torn economy, and not wanting to burden his family with the expense of his studies in Michigan, he moved to more affordable New Mexico, where he enrolled in a smaller university. To support himself, he found work on a ranch, exchanging the frigid snows of the Midwest for a cowboy hat and the vast Southwestern desert and tabletop mesas.


A fan of film Westerns, he enjoyed the idea of becoming a cowboy and learning to ride and take care of the horses and barn; he even shortened his name from the hard-to-pronounce Arab “Khalil” to “Kal.” The camaraderie with the Anglo ranch hands, who took my father’s foreignness with good-natured acceptance, reminded him of the warm relationships with Arabs back home. In a photograph of him wearing a Stetson, he leans against the fence of a corral, grinning and talking to another ranch hand—a young man pleased with the new world that had taken him in.


After graduating, he heard of good job opportunities in Washington, DC. Once there, he got a job as an accountant in a department store while studying for a master’s degree in economics at George Washington University. In the evenings, he was a cashier in the Middle Eastern deli my mother frequented.


IT WASN’T LONG before my parents, along with my father’s Arab roommate and my mother’s girlfriend, began to go on double dates together. After going out a few times, my father got up the courage one night—it was his birthday—to invite the redhead from Tennessee out alone.


At the restaurant, they happened to sit near a young couple who were cuddling affectionately. My father commented to his new acquaintance that it must be nice to have someone special in one’s life. To be engaged. Or married.


Intrigued, my mother responded, “Do you have someone special in your life, Kal?”


“No, I don’t,” he replied.


Not one to be coy, she promptly asked, “What’s wrong with the girl sitting across from you right now?”


Her American directness caught him off guard. Steeped in the conservative mores of his Arab upbringing, which mandated important matters be done with the blessing of one’s family, my father didn’t know how they were going to get engaged, much less marry. Although he’d had a crush on the redhead from the start, he hadn’t thought about how he would tell his family back in Jerusalem that he’d fallen in love with an American girl. An Amercaniya nobody knew anything about. His father was likely already looking for a young woman from a fine Jerusalem family for him to wed when he got home.


Over the next few weeks, my mother, too, assessed her situation with the young man she’d fallen in love with. She knew her own family, though worldly by Nashville standards, wasn’t likely to condone her marrying a penniless foreigner they knew nothing about. Her parents had deep roots in Middle Tennessee. Her father, James Monroe Pedigo, was an established Old Hickory dentist; her mother, Helen Hopkins, was the daughter of lawyer Raleigh Hopkins who had run for governor of the state several years earlier.


Since my mother had various boyfriends throughout high school and college, her parents hadn’t paid much attention when she’d recently talked of having met a “fine-looking Arab from Jerusalem.” My mother probably knew her Protestant parents’ open-minded toleration of her fickle attachments of the past might not extend to her marrying a Muslim from the Middle East, especially considering the racism of that time. “A skinny, half-starved refugee,” was how she playfully described her new beau in a note to a cousin.


She explained to my father that the best thing for them would be to have a civil marriage locally and then inform their families. My father, although not wanting to offend her family before he’d even met them, went along with her idea. Unbeknownst to my mother, my father had not mentioned her in his correspondence with his family in Jerusalem.


They were married in 1951 in a civil ceremony in Chevy Chase, Maryland. She was nineteen; he was twenty-two. My father’s roommate and my mother’s girlfriend were witnesses. My mother then sent a jubilant telegram to her parents and younger brother in Tennessee announcing the happy news.


“Dear Mama and Daddy. Just married Khalil Mohammad Karjawally from Jerusalem.”


Z


IN OLD HICKORY, my grandmother had barely recovered from her daughter dropping out of a prestigious university to work in Washington as a typist. My grandmother had a master’s degree in English from Vanderbilt. My mother, too, was a talented writer, having had a short story published in Seventeen when she was at Vanderbilt.


When my grandmother read her teenage daughter’s telegram, she was livid. She immediately contacted her cousin Nora Hampton, who worked as a journalist in Washington, to ask for her help. To allay her cousin’s fears, Nora tracked down my mother and invited her and her groom for dinner.


Nora was won over by the newlyweds. Later that night she wrote to her Nashville cousin. “Helen, honey, no need to worry. Jean’s new husband is not a cad. He’s an intelligent young man and is head over heels in love with her.”


My grandmother’s qualms were barely allayed. Yet knowing she could do nothing to alter the situation, she fired off a telegram of her own to her daughter.


“Bring husband to meet the family.”


The wedding reception photos, taken in her parents’ elegant Old Hickory home, show my mother and father posing alongside her parents, her college-age brother, Jimmy, and the Tennessee uncles, aunts, and cousins. My mother gazes at the camera with a wide, mischievous grin, beaming at the treasure she’s snagged. In the pictures, my father is debonair in a light-gray suit with a large white carnation in the lapel. A black pencil mustache lines his upper lip, and his silky black hair ripples away from his forehead above his sparkling dark eyes. My mother stands nearly as tall as he in her white high heels, knee-length white organza dress, and drop pearl earrings, her face exuding joyous assurance. Although some of the relatives were rumored to have glanced discreetly at my mother’s belly, wondering whether there was a pressing reason for her hasty marriage, everyone looks happy.


A year later, on a February day in 1952, I was born in Washington, DC. Within a year, my father was carrying his redheaded daughter on his shoulders as we three braved the cold January day to stand on the mall to watch the inauguration of President Dwight D. Eisenhower.


My father worked at the Department of the Interior. The year I turned four, the Department of Defense was searching for a capable candidate to send to Tehran to establish an English-language school for Iranian military officers. The candidate would go there as part of a US government team to set up the project’s infrastructure and oversee the new school for two years. With my mother’s enthused encouragement, my father applied for the position in Tehran.













two

Iran, 1956







IN A LETTER HOME IN 1956, MY MOTHER DESCRIBED THE sprawling city she saw for the first time from the airplane.


“Set at the foot of a very high range of snowcapped mountains, Tehran looks like a giant town in South Texas, scurrying in every direction across the plains.”


Tehran was very different from Jerusalem and Beirut, the two other Middle Eastern cities my mother had recently visited. A month earlier, while my father had gone to Tehran ahead of us to settle in, she had flown with me from Washington to Beirut, Lebanon, home to my father’s mother’s family. Then we flew to Jerusalem to meet my father’s Palestinian family.


Beirut and Jerusalem were compact, picturesque cities with Mediterranean-style red roofs and white limestone architecture. My mother was struck by the much larger Tehran, a concrete city with wide boulevards and gardens hidden behind high, forbidding walls.


By then, my father was an American citizen. Although he was ethnically Arab rather than Persian, because he was Muslim and understood the culture, religion, and politics of the Middle East, Washington considered him an ideal candidate for the Tehran job. Although Persians and Arabs had a history of long-standing problems with one another, this fact didn’t seem to be a concern to Washington. While Arabic and Farsi are different languages, after a course of study, my father became nearly fluent in Farsi.


The expansive Iranian-style home and surrounding garden my father was given was located in Shemiran, a suburb near the heart of Tehran. Along with a car and driver, it reflected his official civilian rank in the US military. It also signified the interest America was taking to help the Iranian military achieve its goal of establishing English education for its officers. The house had a large garden planted with cherry trees, strawberries, chrysanthemums, and asters still blooming in the cold weather.


The first time we arrived at our new home, my father parked his army jeep on the gravel driveway within the high garden walls. The driveway was flanked by yellow pansies and rows of cherry trees. I jumped out of the jeep and ran toward the large house.


“Where’s my bedroom, Daddy?”


My father showed me my room, which was downstairs, across from the dining room, and looked out onto the garden and the swimming pool. Then he showed us my parents’ room with its wide second-floor balcony that embraced views of the snowcapped Alborz Mountains in the distance. From this balcony, I could survey the backyard, driveway, and cherry trees. The kitchen was at the front of the house, where grocery deliveries could easily be brought in.


My mother, finally embarking on her dream life of travel to distant lands, was fascinated by her surroundings. She wrote to her mother: “Mama, you’d be amazed. A recent snow in the mountains has caused packs of jackals to come down to the edge of town at night, howling and baying and looking for food.”


In another letter, she wrote: “The women are not veiled here, a practice outlawed by the current Shah of Iran’s father. They wear the chador, a large black cloth draped from the head and reaching to their feet like a giant cloak. Most striking is the vast difference in the social classes here. Very rich and very poor.”


Outside the high walls of the Tehran houses similar to ours ran the jube, an open-ditch, cemented waterway on the side of the road that provided water for most of Tehran. As the snow melted from the icy tops of the Alborz mountain range in the distance, the resulting water was channeled into huge mountain creeks that led toward town. These creeks traversed the city, distributing water down each street by means of these concrete jubes. Women washed clothes, vegetables, and fruit, as well as dirty dinner dishes in the constantly running water; men washed oil and grease off their metal working tools in the same water. Our own water for plumbing and irrigation came from our garden well rather than from the jube, while the drinking water was specially delivered from the American embassy in case our well water wasn’t pure enough to drink.


Those first months in Tehran, as I went about the business of being a four-year-old in a new and unfamiliar place, my parents settled in, hiring a female housekeeper and a gardener. My mother sewed curtains for the long windows and typed letters to her mother describing with delight her new home. She also listed much-needed items to be sent to us via the US Army postal service: a coffee percolator, tubes of Dupont glue, and bed pillows, since the only ones she found in Tehran were straw and much too uncomfortable. In another letter home, my mother noted it was good the Persian army had supplied us with a driver since it appeared traffic regulations were completely unknown.


Iran was emerging from turbulent times. Several years earlier, there had been a power struggle between the now deposed prime minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, and the British-backed monarch, or Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. In 1951, Prime Minister Mossadegh had attempted to seize control of the country’s oil from the British Petroleum Company. To protect its interests, Britain had secured the backing of the young shah against the prime minister. Britain had also sought the aid of the United States. In 1953, after his attempt to nationalize Iran’s oil, Mohammad Mossadegh was removed from power.


My parents and their fellow American expats, undoubtedly aware of the Iranian government’s turmoil of a few years earlier and of America’s clandestine role in Iranian politics, did not consider it their place to question their country’s involvement or their own temporary sojourn in Tehran as part of US policy. It certainly didn’t affect my father’s focus on his job of setting up the language school. He was already making plans to open similar schools in the cities of Isfahan and Shiraz.


It was a good time to be an American in Iran. Compared to three years earlier, the government appeared to be stable. Many upper- and middle-class Iranians were already adopting much of the social culture and many mores of the West.


Barely a month after we moved to Tehran, my parents were thrust into a demanding social life of formal functions. An outgoing young couple, they socialized with Americans, internationals, Iranian professionals, and the military officers who worked with my father. I frequently overheard them talk of meeting certain Iranian princes and princesses as well as the urbane young shah and his beautiful half-German wife, Queen Soraya. And there was always the music and dancing, whether my parents were entertaining at home on the weekend or relaxing alone after dinner in the evenings.


By the time I grew to awareness in the late 1950s, Latin music—particularly the Cuban mambo and Caribbean calypso— was in full bloom both in America and in our expat-filled living room in Tehran. Arthur Murray records, with diagrammed footprints on the back of the album covers explaining how to dance the tango, samba, mambo, rumba, or cha-cha, were part of my parents’ record collection. Because the Middle East had been exposed to Western influences, whether through decades of colonialism or travel, many in the urban middle classes were open to change and were enthusiastically absorbing Western art and music. With the Middle Eastern general fondness for things Spanish, Italian, and French, it was practically inevitable that the Latin American music craze spreading internationally would be welcomed.


In Washington, my parents had discovered the newly popular calypso music. Now the melodies, drums, and flutes of the Caribbean islands regularly cascaded through our Tehran house and out to the garden where guests gathered around the swimming pool. My father aptly found a kindred spirit in the singer Harry Belafonte, a man striving to preserve his Jamaican island heritage in the New World. Around the same age as Harry, my father was similarly nostalgic for the warmth of his family, culture, and all that was familiar back in his homeland of Jerusalem. He easily identified with the sentimental lyrics of Harry’s songs.


My father was a talented dancer, and the ballroom dance lessons he’d taken in college made him a much sought-after partner at parties. My mother danced, too, and by her own account did a “pretty good jitterbug.” But it was my father’s passion that impressed me. I memorized the lyrics to most of the calypso and Latin tunes he played on our record player: “Quizas, Quizas, Quizas” and “Mambo Italiano” along with his favorite Belafonte songs, “Jamaica Farewell” and “Banana Boat Song.”


“Day-o . . . da-a-a-o,” my father would intone along with Harry. He swayed his hips and rocked in time to the drums as he took my hand so I could join him in a rumba.


He’d smile as he modulated his voice and accent to match Harry’s island croons; then his mood would turn wistful to sing “Jamaica Farewell,” a song lamenting a lost love. That one made me sad even though I loved it. My father would wink at me as Harry sang about leaving a little girl in Kingston Town. I knew I was that “little girl” for whom he and Harry pined. Although I was dancing with my father in that very moment, I sensed he was looking into the future at a time when I would no longer be his little girl, and we would have to part.


My mother wholly embraced the role of expatriate wife, hosting and attending ladies’ luncheons and bridge parties as well as my father’s career-related cocktail parties. Lazy white plumes drifted up from the cigarette at her fingertips, her fingernails immaculately polished a deep blaze of red. Whether she sipped coffee or a martini, there was the perennial cigarette poised at the end of her slender white fingers. The pungent scent of tobacco also infused her purse, where a green pack of Salems or red Pall Malls mixed with the floral scent of lipstick-blotted tissues. Sneaking peeks into her purse, I would inhale the glamour. To me my mother was rose and jasmine perfume, lipstick, and the rich smell of raw tobacco. It denoted the thrill of a grown-up woman’s life.


Everyone smoked. I particularly liked the pungent smell of the tobacco smoke from my father’s pipe. His collection of carved wooden pipes was displayed on a special stand on the bookcase in the living room, my favorite being a curved one with the face of a gargoyle.


On summer evenings, when my parents hosted their friends around our pool amid the fruiting trees, my father would pluck the maraschino cherry from his gin and tonic for me to taste or hand me a cracker spread with butter and tangy black Iranian caviar. I savored the tiny, salty fish eggs, mellowed by the sweetness of the butter, as they softly popped and disintegrated on my tongue. As the music flowed from the indoor stereo out to the garden, its hypnotic rhythms pulsing through a delicate veil of cigarette and pipe smoke, the grown-ups began to dance.


I wanted those evenings to last forever while I grew sleepy under the stars, watching my parents and their guests rock to the music. The kaleidoscope of figures came together and moved apart to the thrumming beat; the tinkle of their laughter spilled into the cool night air. I drowsily reached out to my father, wanting him to take me in his arms to dance. But he was too far away to notice me, surrounded by the other guests. I was finally lifted from the chair and carried back into the house to be tucked into bed.













three

In the East







THE MOVE FROM WASHINGTON AND ALL I HAD PREVIOUSLY known to distant Tehran was a seismic shift for me. It caused me to finally abandon “Tima,” my meddlesome, imaginary playmate who was always getting herself, and me, into trouble.


My birth certificate read, “Kathryn Elizabeth Karjawally.” My mother named me after her favorite cousin, Kathryn, and had given me her own mother’s middle name, Elizabeth. Unofficially, my name was Kathryn Elizabeth Fatima Karjawally. Fatima was the name of my father’s mother, and it’s customary in Arab culture for the eldest son to name his firstborn daughter after his mother.


From my earliest memories, the foreignness of the name Fatima frightened me. I invented Tima, an abbreviation of Fatima, who was a part of me and yet alien to me . . . an alter ego to blame.


“Tima did it,” was my constant defense if I broke something or did something I knew I wasn’t allowed to do, like sneak a candy before mealtime. Unlike me, with my red hair and green eyes, Tima was dark haired and dark eyed, like my father.


Tima was more than an imaginary friend. She was a part of me I didn’t know what to do with. Even at the age of four, I was aware of having two distinctly different halves, although Western and Eastern still had no clear meaning for me. My mother, too, seemed aware of my two halves.


She would affectionately put a palm beneath her nose and say with a chuckle, “From here up, she’s all Kal,” because I had my father’s broader nose and wide, Arab eyes. My mother’s eyes were smaller and bright blue, and her nose was narrow and upturned, an American nose. My mouth, though, was like hers, ready to break into an easy, American grin.


I never heard my parents talk of any racial or cultural biases or discrimination they may have experienced being married in the United States in the 1950s. Yet I unconsciously held this cultural conflict within myself. I was two people: one was Western, redheaded, and sensible, like my mother; one was dark, tempestuous, and Eastern, like my father. Kathy and Tima. Perhaps even then the burden of carrying those two conflicting parts within me was too great. Our move was the perfect excuse to discard that irksome, “other” part.


“Where’s Tima?” my father asked me shortly after my mother and I joined him in Tehran.


“She took the slow boat from Washington,” I answered without hesitation.


Nothing more was said about her. The American part of me was all I knew or felt safe with, leaving me skeptical of anything that placed me outside of being a thoroughly American girl. On our first Christmas in Tehran, my parents gave me a female collie I named Betsy after a favorite doll. Now that I had a pet, there was never a need for any imaginary playmates.


My mother, with her sunny demeanor, auburn hair, and melodic southern drawl, took easily to the new Iranian setting. She helped Abbas, the gardener, plant celery, peppers, and cucumbers in the yard, adding to the strawberries and cherries already there.


Abbas was a soft-spoken elderly man with sad eyes and sunken, creased cheeks permanently coated with gray stubble. He brought along his young son, Akbar, to play with me outside and from whom I quickly learned Farsi.


In addition to gardening, Abbas was wondrous at knitting his own socks. Whenever he took a break from his raking and digging, he sat in the garden tool shed and picked up his knitting. As he diligently manipulated the four needles, looping coarse, gray wool over each, he calmly drank from a little glass of tea, a sugar lump in his mouth to sweeten it. I was as impressed by Abbas’s ability to slurp hot tea with a lump of sugar in his mouth without choking as I was by his knitting with four needles.


My mother continued to avidly detail her impressions and experiences of Iran in letters to Tennessee, many intended for publication in the Old Hickory newspapers. With her family’s ties to Middle Tennessee, her reports from faraway Tehran were of great interest to local readers:


“Prices at the American army co-op, which sells canned foods, cosmetics, and liquor, are outrageously high, so we have vowed to deal with them as little as possible,” she wrote. “Liquor and cigarettes are dirt cheap, but one can’t live on those.” She also described how my father had bought popcorn from the co-op one day, and when she popped some in a skillet on the stove, the baffled Iranian housekeeper was convinced she was some sort of witch who could turn hard, dry kernels into white fluff with a mere shake of the pan.


Having been expertly coached by our Iranian chauffeur on the ways of doing business in the teeming Tehran bazaars, my mother learned how to bargain. She started by rolling her eyes in disbelief and walking out of the shop at the first price the shop owner quoted her, no matter what the price was. This went on several more times, the vendor good-naturedly summoning her back inside for more tea and haggling each time she walked out, until she was convinced she was being given a fair price and made her purchase.


While the driver nodded and exclaimed, “Bali!” (“Yes!”) to my mother all the way home, she settled in the car with her new purchase, smiling with pride at having stood her ground. I, too, felt proud that she was so happy, although I was sorry for the vanquished vendor who had to settle for so much less than he’d originally asked for.


MUCH OF OUR family’s social life revolved around the Officers’ Club, the hub of recreational activity for American military personnel in Tehran, as well as for civilian personnel like my father. This club was an expat’s home away from home. Every American holiday—Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving, and the Fourth of July—was celebrated with parties where Western-style bands played on the outdoor terrace around the club’s swimming pool. Once, during the Easter family luncheon, a drummer tapped out a jaunty rhythm while my mother and some other women paraded their homemade Easter bonnets around the swimming pool. I shook my hips to the drummers’ enticing raps until I noticed some of the other children pointing at me. My mother’s hat won first place in the contest.


My favorite club event was the weekly Friday brunch— Friday being the Muslim Sabbath—when the Riding Club members, of whom my father was one, returned from their long morning horseback ride. My father clearly relished galloping across the rugged Iranian countryside, perhaps missing his college days on the ranch in New Mexico.


My mother wasn’t part of this horse group, so she and I would arrive at the club just as martinis were being served around the pool for the returning riders. There would be other children for me to play with on the swings or in the swimming pool while the adults socialized.


“Why don’t you ride with us, Jean?” I heard one of the male riders ask my mother once.


My mother chuckled, the sunlight dancing in her red hair as she shook her head. “Oh, Lordy! I grew up with farm horses in Tennessee. I’ve had my fill.”


I ran up to my father, who stood striking in his jodhpurs, high boots, and a red checkered Arab kaffiyeh and black igal cord on his head like a Bedouin, rather than the usual equestrian riding cap. He hugged me and then brought my mother a martini, smiling at the suggestion of his pretty, nonathletic wife on a horse. Photos showed him tall and handsome, hoisting a martini alongside the other riders. My father, although Muslim, drank occasionally, and in the days of the Pahlavi rule, Iran had relaxed the Muslim prohibition against alcohol.


In one photo, my mother sat on the lap of a kneeling American male friend as they playfully toasted each other with their stemmed glasses. The world was their playground.


Z


QUEEN SORAYA, THE daughter of a nobleman of the Bakhtiari tribe and the shah’s second wife, had been handpicked to be his consort after he divorced his first wife, Princess Fawzia, sister of King Farouk of Egypt. In photographs in newspapers and magazines, the beautiful Soraya, her dark hair swirled up in a chignon under her royal tiara, smiled up at her husband, the young shah. I fancied a resemblance between Queen Soraya and my mother, who was about the same age as the queen and also wore her hair swept off her neck whenever she and my father attended formal functions. I thought of my mother gazing up at my father the way the queen gazed at the shah. Like subtle perfume, the shah and Queen Soraya’s names hovered over us with a phantom presence, as if they actually attended and took part in my parents’ gatherings.


Each time I watched my parents leave the house for an official event, my mother wearing a cocktail dress and with her hair up, I knew they’d be seeing important people, perhaps even the shah and Queen Soraya in their Golestan Palace. I imagined the queen and my mother were friends. I pictured them talking together, presuming the queen spoke better English than my mother spoke the few words of Farsi she’d learned from the gardener and housekeeper. I wondered whether Queen Soraya and the shah danced, and whether my mother ever got to dance with the shah.


Decades later, whenever I dressed to go out, as I applied my makeup and fastened my necklace, the cold metal against my chest, a sound burst into memory: the clink of my mother’s heavy, gold charm bracelet, the one she always put on first as she prepared for one of her soirees. She floated through the hallway from bathroom to bedroom half-dressed, her skin flushed from her bath, swathed in the jangling of gold and a floral swirl of perfume. I trailed behind her during this ritual preparation for the cocktail and dinner parties, a magical time when the three of us were suspended in exquisite anticipation of the night to come. As my mother adorned herself with additional pieces of jewelry, wriggled into her girdle, and slipped into a fitted dress and high heels, my father would gaze into the mirror to adjust his tie, smiling and winking at me.


Often, he would sing the words to “Jamaica Farewell” and twirl me under his arm. After taking a final look at himself in the mirror, he’d kiss me and pat my cheeks with his palms to share some of his piquant aftershave. He was eager to begin the outing with his lovely wife at his side. This, I was certain, was what lay ahead for me in adult life—tasteful evenings of dinner and dancing, as the curling, intertwining smells of my mother’s perfume and my father’s Old Spice reached around me to whisk me off with them into their enchanted world.


In those later years, hearing the jingling of my own jewelry as I kissed my children before leaving the house for a New Year’s party or an office celebration, I wondered whether Caribbean music would be played that night. Even more, I hoped someone there would dance with the same passion my father once did.
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Zena







OUR HOUSEKEEPER, ZENA, A YOUNG TURKIC WOMAN FROM Tabriz, lived with us to escape life with her abusive husband. Once, after returning from a weekend visit home, she showed my parents small knife wounds on her arm, recounting her troubles with him. I overheard my mother urge my father to report Zena’s husband to the police. I loved Zena, with her shiny black hair fixed in two pretty, fluffy rolls on either side of her face. The thought of anyone harming her was unbearable.


I have a memory of accompanying Zena to visit her mother in her house in Tehran. Unlike her energetic daughter, Zena’s mother was a thin, sickly woman with a sad face. Once, Zena brought an X-ray of her mother’s hand to show to my parents, who then took it to a doctor. The X-ray, I was certain, showed a sewing needle floating above the bones of Zena’s mother’s hand, as if it had somehow entered her palm and was lost inside her flesh. This must have been a fantasy of mine. Perhaps the “needle” was a fracture on her forearm. But for years, whenever I threaded a needle, I imagined the white bones of Zena’s mother’s palm with the floating, trapped needle.


At the time, it made me aware of the dangers in everyday reality to people less fortunate than we were, such as the destitute women wrapped in chadors who sat on the Tehran streets, begging for money to feed their children. How could anyone not have enough food to eat? I was always glad when my mother reached into her purse for some change to give them.


One chilly morning as we walked along one of these alleys, we came across an injured dog lying against a wall. It was a day or so after Thanksgiving, and instead of going to the produce stall as planned, my mother took me back home where we gathered scraps of leftover turkey in the refrigerator to take to feed the weak dog. She showed me how to gently coax it to take the cold meat from our fingers. This tender gesture, taking time out of her busy day to care for the stray dog, would always remain with me.


IN OUR QUIET Shemiran neighborhood, there were other occasional unsettling signs of danger. Some nights we heard raucous sounds from the next-door neighbors’ backyard— loud laughter and men’s voices yelling out in Farsi. One night when my parents were out, there was a loud knock at our front gate. I came up behind Zena, who struggled to shut the door of the garden wall against men attempting to push their way into our yard. I was paralyzed with fear; it was the first time I felt the terror of someone I loved being hurt. Yet I couldn’t make a sound as I watched Zena heave the door shut against them. I clearly remember her struggle but never knew whether the men were dangerous robbers or the drunken, noisy next-door neighbors, or even Zena’s husband trying to break in and drag her away.


Soon after, my father acquired a hulking Iranian army– trained German shepherd named Wolf to guard the house so we would never have an intruder again. Wolf proved adept at scaring away any would-be intruders, simply by prowling the garden. He also patrolled the swimming pool whenever I was in it, attentively pacing along the edges, alert to any hint that I might be in trouble in the water. However, when Betsy, my collie, and Wolf produced several litters of droopy-eared, half-breed puppies, the normally docile Betsy turned into a fierce watchdog, growling as she protected her brood from the rest of us.


ONE NEW YEAR’S morning brought a dusting of snow on the gravel drive between the rows of fruit trees where my father’s jeep was parked. My parents, Zena told me, had come home very late from their New Year’s Eve party, and she warned me to be quiet since they would sleep late.


Lonely and bored while Zena also slept, I watched the white snow blanket the pool and pansies outside. I thought back to a night months before in early spring, when the warming fires of Nowruz had glowed throughout the city.


Fire was symbolically important in Tehran. The previous March, my parents and I had celebrated Nowruz, the ancient Zoroastrian holiday and Iran’s most important festival commemorating the first day of spring. We ran together to jump over the ritual bonfires set for good luck and purification. My parents had each held one of my hands, and, in the time-honored tradition, we ran together, along with our Iranian friends, to leap over the flames. The fire night was such a mystical and distinct memory with the three of us skimming over the sparkling blaze that I wanted to recreate the fire in order to leap over it as I had so happily done with my parents. With some matches and paper, I managed to start one.


I remember both my fascination at the way the fire I’d set instantly devoured the paper in my bedroom, and my shock at the severe scolding my father gave me when he discovered the black-and-red embers soon after. I tried to explain that I’d wanted to repeat the good times he and my mother and I had together on Nowruz, but he frowned in anger, telling me it was dangerous to set a fire, that I could have burned myself and burned our house down. He didn’t seem to understand the connection I’d made between the fires and our night of fun together.


MY MOTHER, LOOKING for something to do in addition to being an expat wife in Tehran, found administrative work at the American army office in the city. With her regularly out of the house for the first time, I spent the mornings in the kitchen with Zena, watching her do her chores. Zena also took over some of the cooking. The sweet aromas of saffron and frying onions filled our Tehran kitchen whenever Zena cooked. At lunchtime, she often made us adas polow, white rice mixed with brown lentils and served with a layer of crispy, caramelized onions on top, a popular dish across the Middle East. I first learned to love this lentil dish in Iran, called mujadarra in Arabic, which was cooked scented with saffron. Knowing how much I liked it, Zena made it often, carrying the platter into the dining room in a dramatic display, the aroma of browned onions blooming into the air.


It is cheap, easy to prepare, and a staple in households across the Arab Levant and Egypt. Whenever I cooked it at home in the United States when my children were growing up, my son would eat a few bites, then discreetly forage for any leftover meat from the refrigerator. My two daughters, while enjoying the dish, eschewed the best part—the topping of crisped onions. Zena would have been puzzled to see my girls pushing the onions aside. Onions are a staple in Middle Eastern cooking, and this dish is impossible to present without its crowning, caramelized glory, as Zena had so lovingly done.


In Tehran each noon, I would run to open the kitchen door when the Iranian bread, sangak, was delivered from the bakery. The warm, freshly baked slabs, nearly the size of Zena’s ironing board, were puffed up in spongy black bubbles I couldn’t wait to chew into. My mother and I sometimes went to the bakery to watch the bread baking in the hot stone ovens. In a letter to Nashville, my mother likened the fiery bread ovens where the elongated dough was shoved onto the hot stones with long paddles as “the gates of hell.” She was particularly fascinated by one man’s job of shaking off the pebbles sticking to the fresh, hot loaves once they were done.


For my favorite Iranian dish, chelo kebab, we always went out to a restaurant. The thin skewered patties of ground lamb were grilled and served piping hot, with a sprinkling of sumac, alongside steaming white rice. A raw egg was cracked and mixed into the hot rice at our table right before serving so that the moistened kernels glistened as we dug in. I loved this dish so much that on the way to the restaurant, I chanted happily in Farsi in famished anticipation, “Khaili khob chelo kebab!” (“Chelo kebab is very good!”)


Amid the delicious, spicy Iranian flavors of chelo kebab and adas polow intruded the horrid daily dose of cod-liver oil my mother insisted on spooning out for me. Although she tried to make the fishy taste more palatable by mixing it into a glass of orange juice, nothing could disguise the sickening stench, and I gagged each morning as it slithered down my throat. I was sure no Iranian child was ever made to drink this revolting tonic, and I never gave it to my own children. The flavors of the Iranian foods that Zena cooked never contained such offensive tastes. It was almost like the difference between my mother and father: the science and practicality of the West, which included the foul-tasting medicines and periodic frightful injections in the clinic to protect me, crashing up against the softer, enticing ways of the East.


And yet the Western lifestyle our family lived in Tehran had much to offer in the way of fun. I enjoyed watching my parents prepare for the seasonal masquerade parties where they dressed in elaborate costumes. One night for a Halloween party, my father put on his Arab robes—a gold-embroidered brown abaya cloak and the hatta and igal men’s white head-dress with a black cord holding it in place. Since he no longer had a mustache, he drew a thin black one above his mouth along with a dark goatee to complete the look. My mother wore a Greek village woman’s outfit—a long embroidered skirt and white chemise with a sheer, white shawl draped over a flat, round Greek woman’s cap on her head. I found pictures of them dancing, my father’s arm held high as he clasped my mother’s hand, her head tilted back, her mouth open in an expansive smile. I imagined her laughter flowing through the room.


This lighthearted, adult play would have seemed anathema to the more conservative Iranians. Many might have been shocked by such play-parties where members of the opposite sex, expats as well as upper-class Iranians, freely mixed and danced together.


ONE EVENING, MY father came home, disturbed as he put a new record an Iranian colleague had given to him on the phonograph. The song was in Farsi, the haunting tune sung by a man’s sorrowful voice. It was called “Mara Beboos” (“Kiss Me”).


I must have overheard my father telling my mother—for I can’t imagine him saying this outright to a child—that the words were those of a prisoner’s letter of farewell to his daughter on the eve of his execution. The condemned man had been rumored to have been a supporter of ousted prime minister Mohammad Mossadegh.


“Mara beboos,” the singer intoned sadly.


I hummed the irresistibly hypnotic tune along with the singer, although thinking of my father having to say goodbye to me for the last time and under such wretched circumstances made me sob. It was far sadder than Harry Belafonte having to leave his little girl in Kingston Town.


I still hear the somber male voice singing the words of a distraught father, as I’d heard it on that long-ago night in our Tehran living room when it had made me so sad. I regret never asking my father in later years whether he’d felt conflicted when he arrived in Iran only a few years after Prime Minister Mossadegh had been ousted with the help of the United States. At the time doing a job for the American Department of Defense, my father’s daily frustrations had to do more with the red tape involved in setting up a cutting-edge military language school, obstacles he faced from both the head office in Washington and the bribe-riddled Iranian bureaucracy. And yet, as a man of Middle Eastern heritage and sensibilities, the plight of the poverty-stricken Iranians, along with the political oppression he must have been aware of, had to have weighed on him.
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