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Sufi 

Tehran smells like namaz  and taxi cabs and the breaths of a thousand smokers. It trembles with the 1

criss-cross of morning traffic and the steps of the darvishes  who knock at the windows of smuggled hondas 2

as they drive over scabs of asphalt. Concrete buildings shoot from the ground that bleeds oil, their insides 

coated with a black soot that lies content, burrowed into the fabric of the city. It’s the same color as the shiny 

roosaris  that drape around the women’s’ hair— the color of the oversized suits the men fit over mustachioed 3

heads, the color of my dirtied boots as they dodge the greyish mud. 

Walking among the crowded sidewalks, I feel as if I must learn to speak again. I trail behind my 

mother, adjusting my inexpertly wrapped headscarf. She’s talking to a friend from college. He’s respected 

here, is all I know. They pass a rapid-fire Farsi from tongue to tongue, and my ears relish a language soaked 

in my ancestors’ lazy glory. It’s plastered all over the walls here— lines and lines of poetry scattered across 

bricks. Or tattooed across the faces of the martyrs (of 1979, of 2010, of Iraq, of Syria). It’s near illegible to 

me. I walk, and I am followed by the graffitied eyes of men barely twenty, of women with green streaked 

across their cheeks. I walk as if a hundred arrows have been pointed at me, awaiting the command to shoot. 

My mother’s friend turns to me and asks me a question. I reply, words snagging on my teeth on the way out, 

and he laughs.  

“Che lahjeyi!”   4

My mother smiles politely, wrapping the Balochi embroidery of her rupush  tighter around her waist. 5

I nod, and don’t speak for the rest of the walk. My tongue is lodged too far down my throat for that. 

Tehran sits in a valley. Sunburnt mountains stretch their arms around the city, East then South then 

West then North then East again. The smog falls to the center of the bowl-shaped formation, indiscriminately 

1 Namaz is Islamic worship or prayer. It’s often delivered in a musical fashion.  
2 Darvish is the Farsi pronunciation of dervish. Nowadays, it generally refers to beggars, but historically was a term 
associated with Sufi mystics. 
3 Roosari is the Farsi word for headcovering. It refers to a variation of the mandatory scarf worn by Iranian women 
when in public. 
4 “Che lahjeyi” means “what an accent.” 
5 Rupush is a garment worn over the clothes for purposes of modesty. 
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suffocating old tiled buildings and new complexes. It’s only after a storm, after the wind has ripped away the 

black cloud, that the mountains can be seen, far off, guarding the Qajar city.  6

My mother’s friend takes a different taxi home. So now it’s just me sitting in the back of a worn 

taxicab, and her directing the driver, until my grandmother’s house pulls into view. Beige wooden panels fit 

seamlessly into the brown of her neighborhood. Only a twisted pomegranate tree dares poke through the 

monotony. My grandfather built this house, but it’s only when we walk in that his mind reveals itself: the 

stairway from the entrance down to the living room, then wood paneled ground leading to a kitchen furnished 

with my grandmother’s jewelry, and into the garden outside, an oasis of green amongst the desert city. It 

blooms with the green and the red and the white jasmine flowers that only smell nice here. There’s a string of 

laundry hanging in the open air and a tiny garage that barely fits the car it wasn’t built for. All the color in 

Tehran is crammed into these gardens. The women let their hair fall on their shoulders, the stray cats find 

refuge, and I find no difficulty speaking, as the plants strike the cloud of pollution that hovers over our heads. 

To talk of the history of Islam without the Sufis, is to talk to of the West without the Romans. They 

are a dying breed, but their ghosts still spin amongst the pedestrians. The humor, the bawdiness of their 

poetry dances atop the Alborz mountains. They prance across Rumi’s dirtier poems, the ones the British were 

too scandalized to steal, the ones my grandmother’s friends quietly laugh at, as I sit to the side pretending to 

understand. 

When I am in America, I wonder who will bring us zereshk  when Mama Sori is gone. Who will tend 7

to the garden, who will go to the bookstore and buy backwards paperbacks, and gently correct me when my 

tongue stumbles in my mouth. I glance at the stack of books in my bedroom, newly excavated from the 

basement. Their spines run across the left, and they’re decorated with lines of looping script. Their covers are 

nondescript, too painted over with government censorship. But as I open them, I’m confronted with the 

6 Tehran was declared the capital of Iran under the rule of the Qajars, the second to last of Iran’s dynasties.  
7 Zereshk is a fruit (barberry in English) that is usually used dried in Iranian cooking. 
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voices of the Tehran before, when the gardens ruptured the city walls, and the women pranced about in 

miniskirts, and Rumi roamed free amongst the streets. 

Maybe I’ll live long enough to see it rise again.  
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Cataract 

The limits of color have always delighted me. 

--- 

Later in his life, the artist Monet developed cataracts in both eyes, congealing and scarring over 

the delicate optical tissue. You can see it in his paintings—the purposeful fluidity of his brushstrokes 

gradually decaying into errant blurriness as the dates on the paintings become more and more recent. So, 

at the age of 82, Monet opted to have the lens of his left eye removed.  

And again, you can see it in his paintings. The world comes into focus once again, but in shades 

of purple— because the lens of the human eye blocks ultraviolet light, and Monet had been freed. 

Light is boundless. We only see the tiniest fraction of its breadth— one hundred and fifty glorious 

colors— and even some of those are guesses based on the intensity of blue, green, red. The world is 

splattered with colors of all different saturations and hues and detectibilies. It’s bathed in even the light 

we cannot see, painstakingly collected by the dishes and lenses of massive telescopes, waiting for the 

right translator to tell us what the universe beyond our solar system holds. 

Which is why the persistent gray of my small New England town irks me so deeply.  

You would think that a place romanticized for its rusticity would be a bit more vibrant. The roads 

are covered by a film of dust, leeching at the glossy ebony of the asphalt. Silvery white bark flakes off of 

the trees, revealing wooden insides that are a brown so unsaturated I can barely bring myself to classify 

them as such. And the houses are all painted in classic New England neutrals, barely punctuated by the 

obligatory red house. Even that seems dull. 

I suppose this is the fabled “American Dream.” Or rather, this is what’s supposed to come after 

the dreaming has ceased. Stability. Large empty homes set up in even larger emptier lots filled with an 

ugly shade of grass and a randomly placed tree. It’s a cheap imitation of the European opulence these 
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people so relentlessly pursue. And it’s not so much that their happiness embitters me—to each their own, 

truly— but it’s a dreadful sort of boring that just gnaws on the soul. 

I find myself writing to alleviate that boredom. 

Boredom isn’t a lack of things to do, but rather a lack of engagement with the options available. 

It’s when the mind is left to wander within its own bounds, and the soul becomes lethargic and 

disinterested. But boredom also leads to a marked increase in creativity, and in dimensions of expression.  

It is because of boredom that I find myself drawn to topics not normally acknowledged by those 

that surround me. I write scenes of lands where the American mind is a rare visitor. I turn to the ideas of 

non-Western philosophers when my classrooms are drenched in the woes of the West. I admire the 

avant-garde in the face of the painfully hot pink sweaters worn by nauseatingly blonde stay-at-home 

moms whose husbands are all office workers, yet somehow manage to maintain a perpetual farmer’s tan. 

I will not lie, and say that I am driven by some all-encompassing-burning-swelling passion. I 

don’t want it to burn me. And frankly, the idea that a soul-destroying drive to work hard is the only path 

to success is one of the most profound and far-reaching fictions of this era. Sure, the last century or so has 

seen unprecedented innovation and industrialization. But it has also given birth to a sort of cultural 

emptiness, like those empty lotted New England homes: so stretched out at all dimensions that no amount 

of clutter could possibly make it seem full.  

Our English curriculum lauds the great writers and poets of the Western world. Students are 

force-fed a carefully picked selection of Anglo-Saxon work and a light sprinkling of whatever “classical” 

literature is deemed fit. It’s indicative, really, of fear more than anything else. Because the core of any 

literary course is to explore the fabled and boundless depth that is apparently present in this 

not-nearly-extensive-enough library of literature. And perhaps it is thought that without setting limits, the 

intellectual value of writing is somehow lost. Do not fear: the works of the globe do not detract from the 

splendor of Austen and Salinger and Shelley and Twain. In fact, it is their complete isolation and 
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deification within the bounds of the English curriculum that has cheapened them. They have come to 

embody the monotony they were created to counteract. 

The exploration of the world’s breadth is not the ignorance of depth. It’s the addition of an 

entirely new dimension. I have come to find that there are these little pockets in society— the untranslated 

lewdness of Rumi, the convergence of West and East in twentieth-century Poland, the tunnels lurking 

beneath Vietnam— that somehow hold within them the answers to questions whose existence I have just 

now become aware of. You can try to imagine it, but just as I’ve tried to imagine what infrared looks like, 

you’ll likely fail quite miserably. The mind is simply incapable of imagining that which it has no basis 

for. 

In the last years of his life, Monet painted what came to be called his “Water Lilies”— 

approximately two hundred and fifty oil paintings of his flower garden. Over and over again, he would 

paint the same scenes, each time at a different angle, with different lighting, at different times of day, 

before and after the lens of his left eye was removed. They’re good paintings, not just studies of an old 

man’s refuge. Each brush stroke holds within it an entire lifetime of work— no two pieces were 

approached with the same lens (both literally and figuratively).  

No matter the grandiosity of the fantasies that prance within my skull, I am restricted to the 

bounds of this small town. But I am not condemned by boredom. Writing with the full vastness of the 

universe endows more dimension to the place where I am right now. It ripens it. It fills it with deep 

vibrancy and profundity. It provides me with avenues to gaze upon the world in pseudo ultraviolet. So in 

a way, I am grateful to my New England imprisonment.  

Because it has freed me, as Monet was freed of the visible spectrum. 

 


