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 wide open. Once our visas expired, we applied for political 
asylum, but after two years without progress, we were told 
there was no record of our application. What followed was a 
series of messy, arduous, and complicated attempts at becom-
ing US citizens. And a lifetime of figuring out how to fit in 
and be cool, without being a total traitor to my race. 

God bless capitalism.
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told the girl who was sitting inside that he was a two- timer. 
She was my hero, and that night, a tiny bit of her power and 
glory rubbed off on me. I hated that in a couple of days she’d 
be going back to college and I’d be getting ready for school 
Monday morning without her. 

My mom had seen into the future and she was right. We 
were best friends. It felt as though we couldn’t live with-
out each other, and that was why a few months prior, I’d 
sobbed during her high school graduation, flung myself onto 
the stage, grabbed hold of her legs, and screamed “NEVER 
LEAVE ME” while she accepted her diploma. Okay, that’s 
maybe a slight exaggeration. But without her, I knew I would 
no longer be Little Sami. I would no longer confidently stride 
through the senior parking lot. Instead, I’d be dropped off 

Sisterly love.
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story I’d envisioned for Gideon and me. I’d expect that from 
the shallow, pompous best-friend character who would try 
to get between us, but not from the guy I was supposed to 
end up with before the credits rolled.

I went home that day and examined my eyebrows in the 
mirror. Good God, they were awful. I took another look at 
my school portrait and discovered that I looked like I had 
a hungry, fuzzy caterpillar sprawled across my face. That’s 
when I had an epiphany: when my mom and aunts praised 
me for being hairless . . . they meant by Persian woman stan-
dards. I was still hairy by everyone else’s standards. Why 
didn’t any of my “no hair, don’t care” Asian friends or my 
fair- skinned, blond American friends take me aside and say, 
“Sara, if you want to have sex with anyone ever, then you 
might want to consider purchasing tweezers and separating 
your Siamese eyebrows from each other”?

But even if they had, it 
wouldn’t have made a dif-
ference. Believe it or not, 
plucking your eyebrows is 
considered a rite of passage for  
Iranian girls. According to my 
mom, we couldn’t mess with 
our brows until we turned 
fifteen. We were, however, al-
lowed to shave our legs and 
bleach our mustaches. (I mean, 
the woman wasn’t a monster.) Freshman- year school portrait.
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Chapter Four

The Myth of the Iranian Parent

75% Super Cool

25% Traditional

If my parents were a pie 
chart, they would look a lit-
tle something like this one.

And yet one might assume 
strict, conservative, diabolical 
monsters with foreign accents 
raised me. Only the foreign-
accent part of that statement is true. My mom and dad defied 
(most of) the stereotypes regularly associated with Persian par-
ents. This chapter would probably have a whole lot more con-
flict if Ali and Shohreh Saedi were more like Andre Agassi’s 
militant Tehran- raised dad (and I might be a tennis champion 
today), but I was raised by open- minded liberals whose phi-
losophies on parenting boiled down to these three words:
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a town about thirty miles north of where we lived. It was 
owned and operated by my uncles, but when they moved on 
to start a home- appraisal business, my dad bought them out.

My parents ran the shop together. It wasn’t what they 
imagined doing with their lives, but they needed an income 
to pay the rent and to save enough money to buy a house one 
day. Even though I helped them out some weekends (for a 
measly three dollars an hour— under the table, because I was 
an undocumented immigrant), they never expected their 
kids to follow in their footsteps. Growing up in the United 
States meant we, unlike our parents, had the privilege of ex-
ploring what, if anything, we were passionate about.

My parents, the proud small- business owners.
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“really racist.” But one of my parents’ biggest fears after we 
immigrated to America was that we would abandon the most 
significant qualities of Iranian culture: our morals, our loy-
alty to and love for our family, our hospitality, and the life-
long desire to be kind and polite to others. At any sign that 
these virtues were slipping away, they began to panic that 
it had been wrong to bring us here. Maybe we would have 
been better off staying in Iran after all. If you’re still not 
getting it, just picture what it would be like if you and your 
entire family abruptly moved to France. Let’s pretend your 
parents were die- hard patriots. If you came home waxing 
poetic about socialism and ménages à trois, then they might 
be a little freaked out, too. 

In the end, what I respected most about my parents was 

My parents, circa 1996.
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Three years later, my grandmother had her own arranged 
marriage, to a neighbor (my grandfather Mohammad Saedi) 
who was five years her senior. Everyone in my family called 
him Pedar Joon, which translates to “Father Dear.” 

My grandmother moved in with him and his family, and 
at sixteen (when I was still yearning for my first kiss) she 
gave birth to my amoo* Abdullah (more commonly known 
as Abdol). My dad was born four years later, followed by my 
two aunts. My grandmother not only raised four children 
but also had a full- time job making clothing for Tehran’s 

*Amoo means “uncle on your dad’s side” in Farsi.

My paternal grandparents.
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But when my dad was growing up, she preferred bright red 
lipstick to a chador.* He was often embarrassed to bring his 
friends around the house, because he didn’t have a “typical” 
mom. Islam became a part of her life after the unexpected 
death of her oldest son, and religion became the only way 
she coped with the debilitating grief. 

My amoo Abdol was 
handsome and charis-
matic, and taken from 
the world far too soon. 
At eighteen, he became 
one of the youngest soc-
cer (or football, as it’s 
more commonly known 
in Iran) players to join 
Team Melli, Iran’s na-
tional team, and became 
a star in the country. His 
fame and income helped 
turn his family members’ 
lives around. Thanks to 
 Abdol’s connections, my 
dad was able to attend one of the best private schools in Teh-
ran, free of charge. During and after his soccer career, Abdol 
was also a lieutenant in the air force. When he was thirty- one, 
he piloted a flight to  northern Iran to pick up a high- ranking 

*A chador is a large cloth that’s draped around a woman’s head and body, leaving only 
the face exposed.

My amoo Abdol at Amjadiyeh 
Stadium (currently known as Shahid 

Shiroudi Stadium).
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be self- sufficient, and she couldn’t be self- sufficient without 
her legs.

In 2011, she was hit by a car on one of her strolls in Iran. 
She was eighty- five years old, and while she survived the 
initial accident, she died from her injuries a few months later. 
The doctors said it was a miracle she survived at all, given 
her age, but that she was in incredible health for a person in 
her mid- eighties. I couldn’t help thinking if she’d still been 
staying with us in California, the accident would have been 
avoided. I know she could have easily lived to be a hun-
dred. I wish I had spent my adolescence less annoyed by 
and resentful of her presence. I wish I had made more of an 
effort to get to know her better. When a certain leader of the 
free world tried to impose a ban on Muslims entering the 

Mamani in Santa Cruz, on her last visit to the States, in 2010.
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and very loudly plotted schemes to run away from home, 
because no one paid attention to me. But I don’t believe their 
lies. The way I remember it, I was quickly obsessed with Kia. 

During his daytime naps, I’d wait for my mom to take a 
shower, and then I’d carefully scoop him out of his crib so I 
could cradle him in my arms. He was so light and precious, 
and since I had eight years on him, I already felt like he was 
my responsibility. But no one told me that as the years went 
on, I’d actually be in charge of raising him. I would be a teen 
mom and a virgin. Arguably, the world’s most depressing 
combination.

By the time Kia turned seven, he and I were the only ones 
left in the house. Samira was off at college, and my parents 

Kia and me. (This is also the last time I pulled off bangs.)
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worked long hours to keep their struggling luggage business 
afloat. It was on me to pick Kia up from school and walk 
him home. We’d arrive to an empty house, and I’d make 
him a snack and force him to watch Days of Our Lives or 
The Oprah Winfrey Show with me. He was a regular fixture 
in my life. If friends wanted to hang out after school, it was 
always with the understanding that my little brother would 
tag along. 

When I worked at Baskin- Robbins, he’d occupy a booth 
and do his homework during my four- hour shifts. When I 
got a higher- paying job at Gap Kids, he’d hang out at the 
mall, try on the latest in children’s fashions, and eat his way 
through the food court. Toward the end of high school, I 

Back when you didn’t know how a selfie would turn out. We were so brave.
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walk into Photo Drive- Up at the very moment my picture 
was being taken. My heart nearly stopped from the public 
humiliation once she spotted me. I suddenly felt exposed.

Today, the photo no longer embarrasses me the way it 
did when I was a teenager. Sure, it’s not the most flattering 
image, and I wish I’d never gone through a dark-lip-liner 
phase, but there’s absolutely no reason to be embarrassed for 
sporting a head scarf. Muslims also had it somewhat easier 
back then. My grandmother never got harassed when she 
walked around our neighborhood in her head scarf during 
the mid-nineties. There had been enough distance from the 
hostage crisis of the seventies, and the Gulf War of the early 

My passport photo. (Fun fact: September 21, 1980,  
is not actually my real birthday. I’ll explain later.)
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Fear. Fear that even if it made me look prettier, it would 
also make me look different. Even worse, what if I liked my 
old face better than my new face? Getting rhinoplasty wasn’t 
the same as getting a haircut. Your old nose wouldn’t grow 
back if you hated the new one. I told myself that I didn’t 
have to follow the plastic surgery trend that had taken my 
family by storm. (Plus, I don’t think my parents could have 
afforded two nose jobs for their kids.) Instead, I would em-
brace my big nose. Just as Beyoncé sings in her song “Forma-
tion,” “I like my Negro nose with Jackson Five nostrils,” I 
would like my Persian nose with Barbra Streisand nostrils. 
Yeah, I know Streisand isn’t Persian, but it’s the best pop 
culture example I could come up with.

In all honesty, I still hate my nose. There are traits I was  
self- conscious about in my teen years that I’ve come to 

My mom at eighteen. Me at eighteen.
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a  charming and sophisticated personality. He keeps strange 
hours and prefers to eat his dinner late at night with a gin 
martini, so he brings his own Tupperware to parties. 

There’s nothing he loves more than being in the center of 
a dance circle. He dated models and actresses and romanced 
his stunning American wife after standing behind her in 
line to use the phone at Heathrow Airport. At the time, my 
aunt Geneva was trying to find a hotel in London, because 
the friends she’d planned to visit were suddenly unreach-
able. My notoriously impatient uncle told her that if she let 
him use the phone, he’d find her a hotel. He spent the week-
end wooing her, and they were married just a few days later. 
He eventually moved his family from Tehran to Saratoga, 
California, in the seventies, and we moved in with them 

Dayee Mehrdad and his trusty Tupperware.
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of making me feel like we were the same age, even though I 
was still in high school and she was a workingwoman in her 
twenties. She was also one of the kids hiding in the back of 
a truck headed for Pakistan. After living near each other our 
whole lives, I was gutted when Neda’s parents moved their 
family to Colorado, but Neda lasted only a year in another 
state before she decided to return to the Bay Area. Samira 
had gone away to college, and we had an extra bedroom in 
our house, so my parents let her stay with us until she found 
her own place. 

With Neda temporarily living with us, it felt like I had an 
older sister again. When she learned that I took the public 
bus home from school, she insisted on picking me up every 

Hanging out with my cousin Neda before my high school formal. 
(This dress will be important later.)
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In the photo below, taken that night, you can’t see the 
image of the guy on my T- shirt, but it’s a picture of a young 
Ethan Hawke. My sister knew I had an enormous crush on 
him and had my favorite magazine photo of him put on a 
 T- shirt as a birthday present. You may know him as the guy 
who played the dad in Boyhood, but he used to be a Gen X 
icon. As far as I was concerned, no other actor could play vul-
nerable quite like Ethan Hawke, and I fell madly in love with 
him. I read every interview and saw all his movies. When Re-

ality Bites came out, I was almost angry that other girls were 
now jumping on the Ethan Hawke bandwagon. My devotion 
to him started during his Dead Poets Society days. I loved him 
so much that I named my beloved goldfish after him.

My sister on the left, me in the middle, Neda on the right.
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number one celebrity crush, and now my fish could peace-
fully swim across the rainbow bridge.

I was sad to see Ethan the fish go, but meeting his name-
sake had been the perfect send- off. From then on, spend-
ing my days at school would feel like a total waste of time. 
There was a great big world out there, and I wanted to ex-
plore it. I knew I was lucky to have older cousins to take 

Cousins and spouses piled into an elevator on a cruise ship, 2015.
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thought it was a good idea. She was in no rush to shack up, 
and only wanted my dad to go through with the marriage if he 
genuinely thought she was someone he could fall in love with.

And so, fourteen days after my parents first laid eyes on 
each other, friends and family gathered to celebrate their 
union. It’s hard for me to imagine why my mom wasn’t in a 
state of constant anxiety during this period in her life. She 
was still a teenager who’d never lived apart from her par-
ents. Aside from one kiss with a neighbor, she’d never dated 

August 22, 1974.
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chronic bouts of unrequited love, looked at them, all I could 
wonder was, Will I ever be this happy? And that’s precisely 
why I was left emotionally discombobulated when I found 
out that my parents had secretly gotten divorced.

“Is love just a sham?” was my first reaction, and then my 
parents quickly explained that they’d been advised by a 
legal consultant to get a divorce so that my mom, sister, and I 
could apply to get a green card through my grandmother. We 
had already filed for permanent residency through my uncle, 
but once my grandmother became a green card holder, we 
decided to see if another application would be a speedier op-
tion. But there was one catch. As it turned out, you can apply 
to get a green card through a parent (who’s a permanent resi-
dent and not an American citizen) only if you’re single. Thus, 

My dad’s graduation from LSU in 1976.
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hardship and tragedy. After her divorce, my grandmother’s 
family essentially disowned her. Her youngest daughter (my 
khaleh Mina) went to live with her and her new husband, 
but she lost custody of her two oldest children (my khaleh 
Mandana and my dayee Mohammad), who would initially 
stay with their father. At the age of eleven, Khaleh Mandana 
began to display signs of an eating disorder, and doctors 
advised that she was better off living with her mother. Re-
cently, my aunt revealed to me that once she was able to live 

with her mother, she was terrified to eat, because she  worried 
that as soon as she conquered her eating disorder and gained 
weight, she’d be forced to move back in with her dad. Of 
her three children from her first marriage,  Mohammad was 

My maternal grandparents.
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Maman Soury was also a huge fan of Jell- O and sugar- free 
vanilla ice cream, which I was required to scoop up for her on 
a daily basis. Unlike Mamani, she was mostly sedentary and 
spent the bulk of her time on the couch. She had to appreci-
ate the smaller things in life like food and TV. Her health was 
also a constant battle. She’d been a chain- smoker, and as she 
approached her eighties, she would spend weeks at a time in 
the hospital due to emphysema. The sterile hallways of the 
ICU and the scent of illness caused me bouts of anxiety when 
we’d visit her, but no matter how bad she looked, she always 
seemed to make a full recovery. I started to expect that every 
hospital stint would end with her returning home.

During the Christmas holidays in 1994, she’d been hospi-
talized again. This time, she seemed more out of it and de-
lirious than during my other visits. It was the morphine, 

Further proof that anything can happen in America.
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of south San Jose that was twenty minutes farther from all 
my friends, my job, and my high school? But I knew what 
was really happening. Peninsula Luggage was floundering, 
and they could no longer afford our mortgage and my sister’s 
college tuition.

Here’s the thing. As an undocumented immigrant, you’re 
screwed when it comes to filing for student loans to send your 
kids to college. Though it may have been tempting to com-
mit a felony and covertly check the box that read “American 
citizen” on the application, my parents knew those financial 
aid peeps meant serious business. From what we’d been told, 

My postmodern collage.
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A month later, we moved into the Camden Village town 
houses right off the Camden exit on Highway 85 South. I 
didn’t complain about the long drive to school, or the fact 
that we had to get bunk beds for my room so that my sister 
would have a place to sleep when she came home from col-
lege. I would even go on to make another collage. If I had to 
name the piece, I’d call it:

Resilience. 
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that he opted for a maroon tux, a top hat, a cape, and a 
cane. My parents were most likely confused by his outfit 
choice, but they seemed to accept the fact that Slash had a 
unique look and personality. And I did, too. I realized that 
I didn’t want boring in my life, and that a cape and top hat 
were so much more interesting than the black- and- white 
tuxedo every other guy was wearing. I was beginning to 
shed my insecurities. I cared less about what everyone else 
at our high school thought of me. I was proud to be Slash’s 
girlfriend, and once prom ended, we would be inseparable 
through the last weeks of school and all our graduation 
festivities. I would still be an illegal immigrant, but at least 
now I was one with an American boyfriend and a high 
school diploma. 

My family and me at my high school graduation.
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old me had been caught smoking pot and these proposed 
policies were in place, I would have been shipped away. 
Luckily, places like California and New York City have 
said they would not aid the federal government in de-
porting undocumented immigrants and have created safe 
zones on school campuses that would prevent federal im-
migration officials from entering.

But there are also basic defensive strategies you your-
self can employ. Despite being undocumented, you have 
the right to a fair hearing and a right to find an attorney 
(even though the government has no obligation to provide 
one for you). You should never sign paperwork you don’t 
understand. Most important, never open the door for any 
immigration enforcement officer unless you are presented 
with a warrant that the officer has slipped under your 
door. Being afraid does not have to mean giving into in-
timidation tactics.

A few days after the election, I was still in a fog. I 
walked into the ladies’ room at my office, and this is what 
I saw on the mirror: 
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This book would not have been possible without the hard work of 
so many. Luckily, there’s no orchestra to play me off in the middle 
of this:

Thank you to Jess Regel at Foundry Literary & Media for refus-
ing to take no for an answer and telling me to write my story. You 
were on this journey with me from day one and I thank my lucky 
stars every day that I found you.

None of this would have happened without my amazing editor, 
Kelly Delaney at Knopf. I can’t thank you enough for shepherding 
this project. You never steered me wrong. Your passion and em-
pathy are unmatched, and I’m so grateful for your spot- on notes, 
suggestions, and contributions.

There were so many other wonderful people at Knopf who 
helped make this book a reality.

Thank you to Alison Impey for your beautiful cover design. If 
sixteen- year- old me could have seen it, she would have felt a lot 
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