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DEDICATION


When I decided to write this book, I was an intensely busy businesswoman working on a variety of different projects, each one more important than the next, all pushing me in various directions. I have always been extremely ambitious, and it is hard for me to prioritize when it comes to dividing my time.


The truth is, I finally started writing the book because life forced me to slow down. Fate decided to change things and pace my life to the rhythm of my cancer treatments. And strangely enough, at the same time, COVID-19 stepped in and put the world on hold. A space-time dimension occurred where everything was punctuated by COVID-19 … different waves in different countries … on different continents … waves that alternated between hope and despair.


I was fortunate to overcome my ordeal with cancer in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. Amazingly, my life got back in order, and I was able to continue my new projects in medical research with more conviction than ever.


So, I dedicate this book, which traces my private and professional journey, to all those whose lives have been interrupted and who dream of returning to the magic of normal one day. I dedicate it to every patient going through the uncertainty and torment of cancer. I want you to know you are not alone. You are shielded with science, innovation, and discovery. In front of you lies comradeship, courage, and hope.


A Persian expression states, “In despair hides a great deal of hope, and at the end of the darkness of night is daylight.”









CHAPTER 1


My Father: The Superhero






Houston, we have a problem … but failure is not an option.


—Apollo 13







June 2018


It was a sweltering day in Houston, where the heat can be unbearably intense. I found myself at MD Anderson Cancer Center, taking a moment in their cafeteria. It resembled a hotel lobby more than a hospital, though the conversations around me quickly reminded me of the reality. After a long day, I needed to recharge. I was observing the people around me—some walking around with chemo drugs on a feed, others in line for drinks, each with their own story of struggle and hope.


Among them was a young couple from the East Coast. The husband had a brain tumor. Initially in remission, he was now back for more treatment. They knew the clock was ticking for him and he would die soon—it looked like only a matter of weeks, not even months. They were holding each other’s hands, looking at each other as if they had just met for the first time, loving each other like tomorrow would never really come. I talked with them and tried to understand the conditions they were in. Time was so precious to them. Every minute counted. I never really understood the value of time until I spent so much time at MD Anderson.


I ended up spending more than two months there. It was so hard to understand how things were happening and why. It was hard to make any sense out of life in general. Over two months at MD Anderson, I met many such individuals. One mother, juggling the care of her two cancer-stricken children, deeply inspired me with her faith and resilience. She embodied the spirit of not giving up, keeping her children hopeful through the toughest times. These experiences echoed the sentiments of Steve Jobs’s final words about the irreplaceable value of love and relationships.


I met a lot of cancer patients at MD Anderson, and I found that all of them had one thing in common: They all wanted to go back to their “normal lives” … back to “the magic of normal” … the true magic we often take for granted.


I was there because my father was battling two aggressive blood cancers: multiple myeloma (MM) and chronic myeloid leukemia, which had recently progressed to acute myeloid leukemia (AML).


A few years earlier, I had met Dr. Michael Wang, who is a professor in the department of lymphoma and myeloma at MD Anderson. I met him when I was working at Pharmacyclics, the biotech company that developed a revolutionary oral therapy drug for blood cancer called Imbruvica (generic name: ibrutinib). Dr. Wang is one of those doctors who really cares very deeply about his patients. He helped the company to develop Imbruvica for patients with mantle cell lymphoma and became a huge advocate for our product. He has also become a great friend to me and my family over the years.


In fact, the last time I spoke with him, he told me, “Friendship and loyalty are precious in life.” And the truth is that his friendship and loyalty over all these years have been very precious to me. I could never have overcome the challenges I faced in the past five years without his help.


After talking to him about my dad, he asked me to come to Houston and get a second opinion before starting the heavy chemotherapy treatment that had been recommended for him in France. Once I got to MD Anderson, Dr. Wang introduced me to Dr. Guillermo Garcia Manero, nicknamed Dr. GGM, who is the head of myelodysplastic syndromes/AML at MD Anderson.


After being in the oncology business for more than ten years, I knew that systemic treatment could deteriorate my dad’s condition very quickly because of the heavy side effects these drugs can cause. After redoing a complete examination, Dr. GGM informed me that my dad’s prognosis was not very good and that he probably had only about four more months to live. Keeping all that in mind, he suggested they start the treatment ASAP.


To increase his chances of survival, they recommended treating both cancers at the same time, which was riskier in case one or both treatments failed. Treating one cancer would accelerate the other cancer, so it was hard to decide which one to treat first. But the decision to treat both at the same time was important. I informed my sisters about the MD Anderson recommendation. They are both medical doctors who spend their lives treating patients.


To be honest, it is never easy to be in a medical family. Everybody has their own opinion. Everybody thinks they know best. But we all had one thing in common: He was our father, and we all had our own special love for him. We all had our own lifelong relationship with him. The problem was that we were all highly educated, and each of us wanted to apply all that education to a decision that might help save his life. Anyway, after days of thinking and discussing, we finally decided to begin the first treatment at MD Anderson, hoping to be able to leave Houston after three weeks of treatment.


As life tends to teach us, things do not always go the way we think they are going to go. My father’s journey was grueling. After the first chemo treatment for AML, he was hospitalized due to infection risks, extending our stay in Houston to six weeks. But my dad turned out to be quite a warrior. He became an inspiration to all of us. He fought his cancer all the way until he finally made it into remission. Dr. GGM always called him Superman, and he told us that it was a miracle that he went into remission.


Dr. GGM is an incredible human being, full of courage and determination. I learned so much from him and Dr. Wang during this period. Aim high and go for a cure as long as your body can handle it. In other words, fight till the end and never give up. That is exactly what my dad did. He went through a difficult time, but he went into full remission two years after his treatment, returned home with his family, and was able to enjoy life again.


My dad was a deeply spiritual and non-materialistic man who valued family and ethics above all else. If you had walked into his home and seen a very beautiful, expensive carpet and then told him how much you admired it, he would have rolled it up and told you to take it home. He was not attached to anything except his family. He always seemed to realize what was most important and what really mattered in life. The core philosophy and purpose of his life was to always be ethical and to keep his family together. Nothing else was more important to him. His life philosophy, centered on these principles, always guided us. His faith in God remained unshaken, and his love for his family was unwavering.









CHAPTER 2


Memories of Iran






They always say time changes things, but you have to actually change them yourself.


—Andy Warhol







I am very close to my middle sister Mahshad, the intellectual powerhouse of our family. From kindergarten to university, she consistently excelled academically, earning straight As and obtaining two high school diplomas—one in France and another in Iran. Like my oldest sister Shaby and me, she attended Jeanne d’Arc School in Tehran, a prestigious bilingual institution run by Catholic sisters, until it was closed following the Islamic Revolution in 1979. Despite the challenges, our family’s commitment to education never wavered.


Through correspondence courses with Centre National d’Enseignement à Distance (CNED) in France, Mahshad pursued the French baccalaureate independently and later joined the faculty of medicine in Strasbourg. Her journey in medicine, specializing in OB-GYN with seven subspecialties, has made her an inspiring force in my life. I have always known she would be there for me no matter what. And there have been times in my life that I doubt I could have made it through without her.


Her unwavering support and dedication to her patients exemplify the essence of what a doctor should be. She fits every aspect of the definition of a real doctor when it comes to ethics, loyalty, and caring for and serving her patients. She is a very calm person with a big heart. I believe God gave her one skill that he just forgot to give to me, and that was patience.


I remember us all growing up together in Iran, although Mahshad was much closer to Shaby than me. Shaby has been her hero through all those years, from kindergarten through university and even now. They both went through their schooling together. Same schools, same university. Shaby finished high school and went to medical school in Strasbourg, France. She is the big sister everyone dreams of having.


From a young age, Shaby took the role of big sister to heart, starting with kindergarten. During recess, she would come to the kids’ yard to make sure no one was bothering her younger sisters. She continued to protect Mahshad and me later at the university campus and even when we were all working or studying at the same hospital. Shaby is still the one I can count on any time of day or night.


Shaby was my grandfather’s favorite grandchild. My grandfather had the most admirable personality I have ever known. It amazes me to think he was born almost one hundred years ago. He was very passionate about mathematics and also taught himself three foreign languages (English, French, and German). As an engineer for an Iranian–Swiss company, he participated in the construction of several monuments in Iran that were inaugurated by the leaders of each period.


He was among the few professors of spatial geometry in Iran. He became so renowned that his lessons were broadcast in black and white on the education channel to every student across the country. He was always there for his students, and everybody admired him for his amazing creativity in finding solutions to mathematical questions. He taught several generations of students. Several of them ended up holding very important positions in Iran at the state level as adults.


He had a very Cartesian mind, which meant everything could be explained by mathematical laws. My grandfather passed on his incredible passion and talent to Shaby. As the first grandchild, she was the one who had made him a grandfather. She also loved mathematics, and the fact that she was fast and always came up with different ways to find mathematical solutions made her one of the top students in this field. She was always helping me with my algebra. Her methodology was beyond impressive. Even the way she gave advice was very mathematical.


I remember I was very sad and frustrated one day, so she sent me a little note: “Don’t think about failure or success. Life is the sum of the two, and the result will always be winning because if we try, we win. So do not stop trying, you will find your way.” That beautiful concept has always stuck with me.


Mahshad was pretty much the opposite of Shaby. Even if she was an A student, Mahshad was never considered the first when it came to grandchildren. When she told my grandfather she had chosen a field in high school where there would be slightly less mathematics to allow for more biology, he considered it a shame. The bond between the two of them came later when Mahshad was a medical student. Then they started having exciting discussions.


But still, Mahshad never managed to have the last word because, in medicine, mathematics could not explain everything. I knew he was an amazing man and was our grandfather, but I was always a step behind Shaby and Mahshad. I often felt like I was living in their shadow then.


I was too young, which tended to make me an invisible grandchild to my grandfather. I was present, but with so little to say or prove that would make me stand out to him. To be honest, he was always very serious. He was so disciplined and organized that Mahshad and I were always afraid he would ask us to do something or pose a question we could not answer. So whenever we were near him, we tried to remain invisible.


Unfortunately, because life, distance, and political events made travel more difficult, none of us were able to be at my grandfather’s bedside when he fell ill and died at the age of eighty-three. I believe, to this day, that remains the biggest regret all of us have ever experienced.


Shaby chose cardiology as her specialty. She has a photographic memory and has become a well-renowned cardiologist. Like Mahshad, her patients are her life. Mahshad says she has “cardiomegaly of the soul.” Cardiomegaly is a condition when your heart becomes enlarged. Like Mahshad, Shaby’s life is all about serving and helping others. Herkindness and love for people are unimaginable.


Shaby has always been the one with a fiery temperament and boundless energy. And she has an incredible memory. She amazes us all with her elephant-like memory, but even more with her memory for numbers. She is the only person I know who has been able to soften the toughest and strictest department heads at the hospital and then become one of their favorites, just as she became the darling of my grandfather. It is hard to be her younger sister and expect to be noticed. Nothing is more difficult than trying to walk in her footsteps.


Shaby is loved and appreciated by everyone who knows her. This includes family, friends, patients, coworkers, and all the professors and department heads at any hospital she has ever worked at. But she can be stubborn sometimes, and her life becomes about “her way or the highway.” That is why when she is in something, she is all in, and nobody can match her dedication. However, the day that she is not in agreement with you, God help you and the entire universe.


I have very distant memories of my hometown of Tehran. My memories keep receding and have become more and more blurry over time. I was born in 1970 under the monarchy, the last royal dynasty after more than 2,500 years of Persian monarchy. The Shah of Iran was competing with the greatest heads of state of his time and was greeted like a king by JFK, Charles De Gaulle, and Queen Elizabeth II on all his trips around the world. He undertook a far-reaching series of reforms and projects called the White Revolution or the Shah and People Revolution. It included many fields: legal (women’s right to vote), agricultural, industrial, educational, military, cultural—and later, technological and nuclear.


The goal was to get Iran to an autonomy of excellence in all areas and to be able to not rely solely on natural resources (oil from the south, gas from the Caspian Sea to the north, copper mines, uranium, and gold). He even invested in European nuclear power and ensured that the program could never be dismissed. I find it so interesting that in his interviews in the early 1970s, he mentioned that he was planning to invest in digital. He said that digital would revolutionize the world of the future. In his book Answer to History, published before the 1980s, he even wrote about the idea of telemedicine.


The year 1978 was marked by demonstrations and protest movements led by an Islamic religious leader named Ayatollah Khomeini. He completed his fourteen-year exile in Iraq and then went to Neauphle-le-Château, near Paris. The Shah of Iran had to leave the country in January 1979. Ten days later, the Islamic revolution began with the coming to power of Ayatollah Khomeini, three of his followers, and his spokesperson.


Shortly after the Islamic Revolution, hoping to take advantage of the post-revolutionary political instability in Iran and the fear of contagion from the Shiite Islamic revolution in Iraq, Saddam Hussein attacked without warning. It was September 1980, and Saddam Hussein and his Iraqi army bombed the Iranian bases and the Abadan refinery in Southern Iran, one of the largest refineries in the world. The Iran–Iraq War went on for almost eight years. It did not end until August 1988, and it claimed more than a million lives.


Anyway, my sisters and I lived through the revolution of 1979, and we were all together in Iran when the war began in 1980. That was a time I would never wish anyone to have to experience in their lifetime, but I do believe it shaped our lives and changed our way of thinking. The three of us became survivors in life. We would never be the victims, no matter how many challenges we would have to face in the years ahead.


The events we lived through during the revolution and the Iran–Iraq War changed who we were forever. It changed what we thought, what we felt, and what we would be able to endure in life. We lived through the closure of the schools during the revolution and the new rules of wearing a chador after the schools opened again. Worn mostly by Muslim women, a chador is a piece of cloth that is wrapped around the head and upper body, leaving only the face exposed.


I remember that during the war, we had to stay in school even when there was bombing close by. I also remember the fear that spread not only through our family but also through all the people around us. The fear of parents with sons, who had to send their sons to the front line of the Iran–Iraq War even when they were young teens.


We constantly had to face the fear of bombing during that war. Many of the people at the time would hide in the mountains near Tehran to avoid the Iraqi rockets at night. As if this was not enough, we also had to face the fear of robbers and people who were hungry and needed money. There was a shortage of gas, as well as a shortage of food.


Life completely lost the meaning of normal. Whatever a normal human being could or should experience in their lives was forbidden. Even the simplest things, like going to a party, holding your boyfriend or girlfriend’s hand in the park, or wearing normal clothes outside your home, were forbidden.


During this period, and even after many Iranians had gotten out of the country, education remained of top importance. There were many highly educated and brilliant people, like Maryam Mirzakhani, an Iranian mathematician who, in 2014, became the first woman and Iranian to be awarded a Fields Medal. There were also many Iranians who joined NASA or became leaders and entrepreneurs of very successful companies around the world.


I was eight years old when the revolution started. I just remember people going out on the streets, yelling and setting everything on fire. I remember the gunshots and how people were hiding in different houses. I remember the long nights in my grandpa’s basement, with all the family. We had no electricity, just the lights from our candles. We all listened to the radio to try to find out information about the bombing.


I remember trying to play board games or just drawing or reading books to pass the time on those long nights. I remember the sound of the red siren announcing an Iraqi bomb approaching its target. I remember the sounds of bombs like thunderstorms. And even after so many years, every time I hear a thunderstorm, I jump for a chair to hide beneath. I still cannot handle those sounds.


I also remember waking up the day after hearing those sounds with all of us trying to find out which family nearby got hit the night before. But I believe the most terrifying moments were when we never knew if the bombs would hit our home or not. Everybody had to safely prepare their homes for whatever might occur. We put tape all along the windows in the shape of a cross so that in the event of a bombing in our neighborhood, the tape would keep the windows that had been broken by the shock waves together. Taping the windows would also help prevent any injuries from the bombing.


We also had to put all our decorative glass and crystal in the closet in hopes that they would not shatter. Our furniture and sofas were always stored against the walls in case our home was destroyed. We did not want there to be any clutter if the time came when we had to immediately flee the house. So many changes, all based on an instinct for survival! It was somewhat like the landscape we faced during COVID-19, where we couldn’t imagine everyday life without a mask or hydroalcoholic gel for our hands, or being separated from others by plexiglass panels.


Anyway, to this day, I still find it hard to believe that Iran lost more than a million people in that war and that so many young people became handicapped because of this terrifying event in history. Only God knows why this war started and why all those young people had to die.


As much as the climax of the revolution had united the different parties in opposition to the Shah of Iran, after the revolution, the minority parties were less and less tolerated and were considered enemies of the Islamic Republic.


One night, my parents went to their friends’ house and left my sisters and me at home. It was a weekday evening, and we went to bed early because we had school the next day. A little before midnight, we woke up to the sound of machine guns. My sister Shaby went to look out the window and saw a white Mercedes, a few armed men, and a machine gun set on the grounds of our next-door neighbor’s house.


Shaby made us all move away from the windows. Then a voice came over a loudspeaker, saying, “We will count to three, and if you don’t come out, we’ll shoot.” The voice counted to three several times, and then we heard the machine-gun fire.


At that time, we didn’t know what was going on. We were scared and confused. We did not know who was in the house next door, as the neighbors we knew had left and rented the basement to new tenants. Around midnight, we got a call from my parents, who could not get back to our house because the street was blocked off. The military personnel blocking the street told them that they were arresting people at the last house on the street. We were scared and confused.


The truth of the matter was, our house was the last house on the block! It was at the dead end of the street. So, when my mother heard the news, she totally fell apart. My parents decided to go to a private clinic in our neighborhood, where they were finally able to call us on our home phone. Remember, at this time, nobody had a mobile phone. My parents finally found out that the police had made a mistake and all the violence was not going on at our house but at the house next to ours.


My father tried to reassure us over the phone and told us that, above all, we should not leave the house. We were terrified. It seemed like this horrific event had been going on for so long. Shaby held my ears between her legs so I wouldn’t hear the sounds of the loudspeaker or the machine gun. I remember her holding Mahshad and me so tightly in her arms, trying to protect us, that we could hardly breathe. But we held things together as best we could. We immediately knew to shut all the windows even though there was a point when we all became aware of the horridly awful smells that even the windows could not block.


Around 1:00 a.m., silence set in, and my parents were able to come home. It was a difficult scene for anyone to look at, and it was right next to our house. There were shards of glass, blood, and smoke. We never saw anyone come out of the house, so after hearing the loudspeaker and so much machine-gun noise, we assumed there were no survivors.


Looking back, maybe the strangest thing was that the day after this shocking and gruesome night, we got up and headed out to school. All of us knew it was important not to talk about what had happened. And strangely, our neighbor’s house had been completely cleaned up. There was no trace of the horrors of the night before. It felt like we had just had a bad collective nightmare.


During this period, it was very hard for us to obtain the visas we needed to get out of the country. There were no US or European embassies open in Iran. However, we were very lucky that a friend of my dad living in Germany was able to help us get German visas. Although Shaby did not get a German visa, she was able to get a French visa because she had been accepted to medical school in France. Getting authorization to leave the country was one thing, but getting our visas was another thing. But the most difficult part was getting a ticket for a flight, as there were very few flights leaving the Tehran airport at that time because of the war.


My dad had left us behind nine months earlier to go to Germany. He took one of the last flights leaving Tehran at that time. He headed to Germany to prepare for our lives there. Me, my mom, my sisters, my aunt Mahnaz, and her two daughters, Niloufar and Maryam, were still in Iran, waiting for the next flight leaving the country.


I really do not remember much about those last three months before we left Iran. The nights in the mountains were particularly long and scary. We had with us a so-called survival suitcase containing our identity cards, passports, cash, and precious jewelry. The fear of bombings and finding our house destroyed on our return from the mountains added to the fear of being attacked by thieves who were interested in stealing our suitcases. They knew that people running from the war would not be carrying shoes or clothes in their suitcases, but that these cases would be packed with the most valuable items they owned.


The Iran–Iraq War continued in Tehran. Everything going on was beyond imagination. But believe it or not, we still had to go to school and take our final exams no matter what was happening around us. Daily bombings became just a part of our lives.


I will always be grateful that my mom knew people at a lot of different travel agencies. She tried to book ten different flights with different airlines for the entire family. That way, we could get on the first flight out of the country as soon as the airports reopened. Then one day, one of the travel agents my mom knew contacted her and told her they could get us tickets from Tehran to Frankfurt via Austria.


She got the tickets, and we were finally able to leave Iran. I will never forget that last night before we left for the airport. I was with my sisters, listening to music in my parents’ bedroom. The music was Elvis Presley’s “My Way.” There we were with our luggage, packing our bags, knowing this would be the last time we would ever be in our home in Iran. Sometimes, we try to look at everything differently and keep all those images in our memory. There we were, trying to figure out how to say goodbye, knowing that in just a few hours, everything would disappear.


The last few weeks in Iran were some of the most emotionally difficult times I can remember. We were so busy that we really did not have a chance to prepare for the life-changing transition we were about to face. We tried to say goodbye to everyone. We tried to memorize the smallest details before leaving. We were putting so many important times and memories behind us. My sisters and I were so young. After all the ups and downs and all the unbearable moments and endless seconds, as a family, we decided that staying in Iran was not an option. It was too late to make up our minds and move in another direction or come up with a different plan. It was time to move on.


We knew that nothing would be like before! Nothing would ever be the same. Decisions had been made. These were one-way tickets without a return. We knew that by leaving Iran, we would probably never be back or live there again. We were on our way to the airport, to a new continent. I remember having a tightness in my chest that last night. It felt like my heart was being squeezed with a lot of doubt, hesitation, and so much that was unknown.


To eternalize those moments, we took a lot of pictures. That way, we would be able to relive every moment. We thought we would be able to own the times and locations. We thought we could hold on to the times and places where we had power, fun, and success. Years later, the pictures are the only traces of something that proves the existence of the events and our life in Iran.


A new page had been turned. There are times when we are ready to pay anything to have something we really want. Pay anything to have the moon. At the end of the day, we try to find the easiest solution to get the things we want, only to find out everything cannot be bought, nor is everything for sale.


Distances, times, forgetfulness … sometimes, we are so far away from things that we think the past never existed. And when we combine a long time ago with a faraway place, well, it just gets worse. Everything becomes not only far from our eyes but from our hearts as well. It is sad but true.


There seem to be bad times, as well as good times badly placed. Then, of course, there are the good times when everything seems good, except ourselves. We just find ourselves at a time when we are not receptive to happiness. This brings us to the all-time essential question. What is happiness? Ideal happiness? We all had so many questions in our heads back then. And the saddest part was, we did not have any answers.


It could sometimes be better, perhaps, to become a fatalist and just believe that everything is predetermined and inevitable. When there is really nothing we can do about something, we have to let things be. We have to let time take its course and let fate take its course. A page turns, and a new page is revealed. What does the future hold for us? At that point in time, none of us knew.


Reflecting on my memories of Iran brings a mix of nostalgia, pain, and resilience. The profound impact of the revolution and the Iran–Iraq War shaped not only our lives but also our understanding of endurance and survival. Despite the immense challenges and adversities, our family remained united, driven by the values instilled by our parents and grandparents. The intellectual brilliance of my sisters and the inspirational figures in our family have always been a guiding light.









CHAPTER 3


Like a German Girl in High School






Home is behind, the world ahead.


—J. R. R. Tolkien







The journey to Austria was one marked by fear and uncertainty. Arriving at Tehran International airport five hours before our flight, we were greeted by the alarming sounds of red sirens and the knowledge that Iraqi rockets were targeting areas nearby. Our terror was compounded when we learned of an additional five-hour delay. After ten long hours in the airport, our flight finally took off, escorted by military jets, making it one of the most significant and nerve-wracking flights of my life.


Upon landing in Austria, we faced a twenty-four-hour wait in the transit area because of visa issues. The officials meticulously processed our immigration papers for Germany, leaving us in a state of endless waiting. When we finally reached Germany, we headed straight to Oldenburg, near Hamburg, marking the beginning of a new and dramatically different chapter in our lives. This transition meant adjusting to a new culture, language, and lifestyle—a stark contrast to the life we had known in Iran.


Everything suddenly changed completely, and I began my new life in Germany. Mahshad got a French visa and joined Shaby in Strasbourg, France. My parents went back to Iran while I stayed with a friend of theirs for a while, and then later with my uncle Hossein Khoee in Oldenburg. I went to school and began learning German. I started my new life in a country I had never been to before.


The German lifestyle was the opposite of my Iranian lifestyle during the revolution. I could hardly believe it. What impressed me the most about Germany was the abundance of merchandise. The supermarkets were full of food, and the restaurants and cafés were full of people. This was in contrast to Iran, where the stores were closed and the supermarkets were empty during the first year of the revolution and the war.


The funniest part is, thirty years later, I could not believe that I was going through the same thing again, not because of war but because of a virus called COVID-19. There it was again—the shortage of food, shelves empty of groceries, and panic—but this time, panic caused by a pandemic.


Anyway, life was quite different then, not to mention that I was a teenager, which is already one of the toughest times in life. I felt like the world had turned upside down. I was starting school without wearing the Islamic chador. I was going to a coed school with boys and girls all mixed together in one place.


The school was completely different from what I had experienced in Iran. There was freedom of speech, and we could say whatever we wanted to say. In Iran, we did not have this luxury after the revolution. I was very good at math and science. I was much better prepared and further ahead than many of my classmates.


In Germany, high school lasts five years, unlike most of the world, where it’s typically a four-year program. During my final two years, I was the only girl who chose to major in physics. There were only eight students in my physics class, and I was the only female among seven boys. The class was small because physics and math were considered particularly challenging subjects in high school.


The funniest part about school in Germany was that we were allowed to use calculators, something that was never permitted in Iran. Back home, we had to do all the calculations mentally. On top of that, some of our physics exams were open book. Despite having the textbook right in front of us, these exams were far more challenging than anything I had ever experienced. It was almost ironic—we thought having the book meant we’d have all the answers, but the questions were so difficult that, even with the book in hand, finding the solutions was still a struggle.


Looking back, the one thing I really enjoyed during my stay in Germany was riding my bicycle to school or a friend’s house. That was something I was not able to do in Iran. But in Germany, it did not matter if you were the CEO of a company or a student in high school. If it was raining or snowing, everybody rode their bikes everywhere.


What may have been the hardest thing to believe once I got to Germany was that everything was allowed once you turned sixteen. Young people could drink alcohol, smoke cigarettes, and have a boyfriend or girlfriend. You just could not drive a car, which was the opposite of how it worked in the US, where you could get your driver’s license once you were sixteen. Still, it amazed me to see young people going out and acting like adults, and their parents really could not say anything.


At that time, I had so many questions and so few answers. I was shocked, and I felt completely lost in my own universe. I was experiencing so many differences between cultures, countries, and governments. I had just left a country where young people had no freedom and arrived in a country where teenage freedom had no limits. I had been living in a country where everything had to happen inside of the homes, and now I had come to a country where everything was allowed outside of the home.


I remember the first night eating outside, at a restaurant in Oldenburg. A young couple was seated in front of us, holding hands and kissing each other. This was a new discovery for me. Before, I had only seen things like this in movies. I had never seen anything like that happening in the streets outside of homes in Tehran during or after the revolution.


You were not allowed to be somewhere like that with your boyfriend in an Islamic country if you were not married. And for me, the question became, “Why? Why do you have to be married to see somebody? Why should girls get married at the age of nine? Nine-year-old girls are just little kids. They are still young children. And why don’t women have the same rights as men?”


Why is it that in some countries, there can be gang rapes and nobody even talks about it … as if some women are just worthless and their lives are invisible? I cannot believe there are still countries where women are considered to just be pieces of meat that people can do whatever they want with. And I do not think I will ever understand how there can be so much violence in life.


How is it that some people are born in countries where freedom has no meaning, while others are born in countries where anything is allowed? Who decides who should be born where? I guess some people are just luckier than others. I can say I am one lucky girl. I am grateful for where I was born, how I was raised, and how much I have been able to achieve in my life so far.


I give a lot of credit to my parents for raising us the way they did so that we could become the people we are today. We gained a lot of maturity after facing the challenges of war and revolution. They sacrificed their lives for us, and we always had a deep respect and admiration for them. This respect helped us build our lives in a Western country without getting sidetracked by the daily distractions that often affect today’s younger generation. Our conscience, integrity, and maturity helped us to stay focused and strive for success outside our own culture and country.


Like my father, my mother is an architect. All her life, she fought to be recognized as a female architect with the same rights as her male counterparts. But it was hard for her, no matter how good she was at her trade for all those years. When we lived in Iran during the revolution, she told the three of us to choose a profession that would allow us to be both financially and socially independent, no matter where we ended up living.


The two professions that allow such independence anywhere in the world are medicine and dentistry, and that is why she guided us to go into these fields. My two sisters went to medical school in France and continued their professions as a cardiologist and a gynecologist, respectively. I decided to go to dental school even though I could have chosen medical school. At that time, my mother thought it would be better if I did not follow the same path as my sisters.


I stayed in Germany for a while. It was an unbelievable time in my life. I learned a lot, I worked a lot, and I fought a lot for my own identity. It was not easy being a foreigner in Germany at that time, especially one who had just come from Iran. I worked so hard to show that I was no different from anyone there. Once my sisters and I were stable and secure in Germany and France, my parents went back to Iran.


Although there were several people looking after me, it was not easy to live in Germany without my parents. But it did show how much confidence they had in their children despite how difficult it was for them to leave each of us in a new environment. We all knew they made the decision to go back to Iran for many reasons: their work, our home, and my grandparents. We have always been a tightly connected family that looked out for each other, and no matter where everyone was, we were all able to keep in touch with each other.


I remember that before my parents left, they gave me an envelope with money inside just in case I wanted to buy a ticket back to Iran. Some days were harder than others, but the whole time I kept telling myself, “It’s easy to give up and go back. It’s much harder to move forward.” Germany helped build my character. It made me tough. It made me a fighter. It made me work hard and never give up, no matter what.


I will always be grateful to my dad’s friends, Uncle Hamid and his wife Anne, who treated me and supported me like their own daughter all those years. I was also lucky that my mom’s brother, my Uncle Hossein, was there for me during my high school years. We had a lot of fun together. He worked with me at night and on the weekends to help me get through high school. We also went to German language classes together in the afternoon after school.


Uncle Hossein had spent his adolescence in England. He returned to Iran just before the Islamic Revolution. He worked in Tehran as a mechanical engineer for a few years at the time of the bombardments. He also came with us to Germany. After spending time with us in Germany, he left and moved to Canada.


Living in Germany without my parents was challenging, but it demonstrated their immense trust in us and our abilities. The unwavering support from family friends and my uncle was invaluable during those formative years. Their encouragement helped me overcome the hurdles I faced and cemented my belief in the importance of family.


Finishing high school turned out to be the end of my journey in Germany. I remember being very much like a German girl then. I spoke German, and I behaved like the German people did, but I never forgot my Iranian traditions or the Iranian culture I had grown up in. However, I had learned that by forcing myself to integrate into this German culture, I could become one of them.


In 1989, when my parents came back to Germany from Iran, they decided to send me to France for university even though I had applied to Heidelberg University for medical school. My parents wanted me to be with my sisters. To be honest, at that moment in my life, I did not agree with their decision. I did not want to go to France. Having to learn another language and begin my life again in Strasbourg was not what I would have chosen if the decision had been up to me, but I really had no option.


Family and keeping the family together were the main goals of my parents. Looking back, it was the best decision they could have made for me, even though it was difficult to leave Germany after I had put in a lot of effort to integrate myself into the culture and country. I was too young to understand the value of a strong family and the importance of knowing that we are not alone in this world and have a family who will protect and support us, no matter what may happen.


Contemplating my journey, I am struck by the stark contrasts between the cultures I have lived in and the circumstances I have endured. My time in Germany, marked by the challenges of adapting to a new culture and language, ultimately shaped me into a resilient and determined individual. Despite the harsh realities of being a foreigner in a new land, the experience instilled in me a strength that I carry with me to this day.


Ultimately, despite my initial resistance, my parents’ decision to reunite us in France proved to be the right one. It underscored the significance of family unity and the strength that comes from knowing I am not alone. As I moved from Germany to France, I carried with me the lessons of resilience and adaptation. I am forever grateful for the foundation my parents provided.









CHAPTER 4


University in France






Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world.


—Nelson Mandela







Leaving Germany for France marked a significant transition in my life. Despite the immense challenge of learning a new language, I successfully earned my German Abitur alongside my peers. My hard work and determination were recognized by my high school dean, who awarded me for my perseverance and excellence as a foreign student. His words of encouragement highlighted my strength and commitment—traits that defined my journey so far.


Here is what he wrote to me:


Where there is a will, there is a way. When you arrived at our school you realized it would be a long and tedious path to graduation. Your strength and determination are what helped you to achieve this goal. With admirable energy and great personal commitment, you have mastered your fate and won the recognition and sympathy of teachers and students alike. I wish you happiness and all the best for the rest of your life.


Over the years, I tried to adapt to my new life and circumstances in Germany. At that point, adaptability, flexibility, drive, and determination were the main characteristics that defined me. I wanted to succeed. I wanted to show that I could achieve anything I wanted if I put my intention and attention to it.


Despite all of this, I knew that moving to Strasbourg would not be easy. I was unsure how I could navigate university while trying to maintain the family’s reputation and succeed when my siblings were there—all brilliant, famous, and successful. These thoughts weighed heavily on my mind as I moved from Germany to France. How could I adapt to this new environment where everyone looked at me and expected me to be like my siblings?


It was challenging to maintain my identity, hold onto my dreams, follow my path, and ensure my success amid the pressure to measure up to the rest of the family. The pressure was quite intense. The challenge was immense, but I was determined to face it head-on, driven by the same resilience and adaptability that had carried me through my years in Germany.


My two sisters and my aunt Yeganeh, who is the same age as Mahshad, were all at medical school at the same time. Yeganeh is a very fun person, very dynamic and full of joy. We always considered her one of our sisters. The three of them were students together at Louis Pasteur University in Strasbourg, France. And they were not just any students but some of the best students at the school. Thus, for me, the bar was high, as my family’s expectations were high.


I was the fourth member of the same family enrolled at the same medical/dental university. I ended up going to work at the same hospital as my sisters and aunt after finishing university. What I remember most about this time was how high the expectations for me were. I will never forget the amount of pressure on my shoulders that I carried around with me every day. I not only had to be a good student, I also had to be one of them.


In France, going to medical or dental school is difficult. A student goes directly from high school to a medical or dental university, but first, they must be accepted based on an entry exam and their high school grades. This is different from the US, where you can apply to medical or dental school after graduating from four years of college.


In 1989, a thousand students applied to medical and dental universities in Strasbourg, France, and only one hundred and sixty of them were accepted into medical school, and only forty students got into dental school. I was in a group of two hundred students out of one thousand students who had been accepted. At that time, I had the opportunity to choose between dentistry and medicine. I chose dentistry.
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