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"A thought-provoking memoir about the challenges of personal and national relations." —
Foreword ReviewsNew travel nonfiction from a break-out novelist and recipient of a PEN
Emerging Voice fellowship that speaks to the immigrant and female experiences of America and
IranUnmoored by the death of her father and disenchanted by the American Dream, Parnaz
Foroutan leaves Los Angeles for Iran, nineteen years after her family fled the religious police
state brought in by the Islamic Theocracy.From the moment Parnaz steps off the plane in
Tehran, she contends with a world she only partially understands. Struggling with her own
identity in a culture that feels both foreign and familiar, she tries to find a place for herself
between the American girl she is and the woman she hopes to become.Written with the same
literary grace and passion as her fiction, Home Is a Stranger is a memoir about the meaning of
desire, the transcendence of boundaries, and the journey to find home.

“This is a beautifully written account of her quest to find her identity as she wrestles with a
culture that is foreign and familiar, ancient and modern, and religious and secular.” –
Carole, Goodreads “It reads like literary fiction, and at times, like poetry. A living, breathing
poetry that lifts you to golden heights and plunges you into murky depths. Alternating between
Los Angeles and Iran, Foroutan navigates life, death, and the space in between, in this exquisite
sensory and intuitive journey.” –Natasha, Goodreads "The author does a fantastic job of evoking
a particular time in a young woman's life, when the search for meaning and identity weights
every event with potential, when the future is limitless because it is unknown, when the idea
of 'becoming' is just as important as 'being.'" –Chaya, Goodreads “Foroutan’s sumptuous prose
paints a vivid portrait of a rarely explored historical and cultural setting.” —Publishers
Weekly (starred review for The Girl from the Garden) “Foroutan’s lyrical debut offers a mosaic of
stories evoking life within a wealthy Jewish home in Kermanshah, Iran, in earlier times. . . . Deftly
structured.” —Kirkus Reviews (starred review for The Girl from the Garden) --This text refers to
the hardcover edition.About the AuthorParnaz Foroutan is the author of The Girl from the Garden
(Ecco 2015). She lives in Los Angeles. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.
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reproduce this book, in part or in whole, in any form whatsoever without the prior written
permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews
and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.This memoir is a work of
creative nonfiction. It is nonfiction in that this is a recounting of the author’s memories, and
creative in that the author has expanded on her memory to build a richer narrative. The events
contained herein are accurate to the best of the author’s memory. Names and minor details that
do not impact the story have been changed as necessary to protect those involved.Interior
image reproduced with permission.10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1Book design by Aubrey Khan, Neuwirth &
AssociatesLibrary of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataIs available from the Library of
CongressTo the friend G.d sent me,in the darkest and loneliest hour of my needA thousand
years ago in Nishapur, a poet drew a map for the journey of the soul. A seeker, he wrote, travels
through seven valleys. In the first valley, he comes to a place of questions, of uncertainties. In the
second valley, he finds himself in the bewilderment of love. In the third, he comes to understand
that he does not understand anything. In the fourth, he abandons his attachments to the world.
In the fifth, he sees that all things are connected by love, and beyond all things, the Beloved. In
the sixth valley, the wayfarer loses himself to wonder, to awe, and in this state, he enters the final
valley, where he becomes timeless, placeless, annihilated.Dear Father,I am sitting at my writing
desk, looking out the window at my garden in the morning light. There had been a drought for
years. Then, this year, a fire burned through our town. Burned the ancient oaks, burned homes,
charred the mountains black. It was followed by a deluge of rain, which was followed by a deluge
of wildflowers and, now, a thousand butterflies in their migration pass by my window, all flying in
the same direction, tumbling on the breeze.You died on a morning like this, the first of May,
twenty-two years ago. I was just a girl then. I could still feel you in the sunlight on my skin. I
believed that if I listened closely enough, I could hear you laughing. I knew you had become the
migration of butterflies, the seed, the blossom, the wilting, the mountain, the wind, the stone, the
sea. I knew with certainty. So I threw myself into the world, searching for you in cities, in forests,
on mountains, in music, through strangers.I am no longer that girl, Father. I’ve lost her, you see? I
awoke one morning and knew that she was gone. And she took with her all her certainties.In the
last year of your life, you lost the ability to speak. I spend my days searching for words. Outside
my window, the migration of a thousand butterflies and foolishly, desperately, I write Hills.
Wildflowers. Breeze.Dear Father,You died on a morning much like this. I awoke that day, and the
beauty of the world devastated me. Now, I write so that I can hold it, for a moment, on this page,
before it is all taken from me.HOMEIS ASTRANGERThe girls in our boat undressed and jumped
into the sea. And I stood there, in my red bikini, considering death. In my dreams, death was



always a tremendous amount of water, a flood, a tidal wave, a rushing torrent. In that weathered
boat, while the rest of the party swam and squealed and ducked and dove beneath the surface, I
kept looking at that bottomless expanse of it all until I heard the fisherman say, “Go ahead.
Jump.”His job was not to talk to me, but to scan the horizon for patrol boats and, if he saw one, to
give a sharp whistle to call us back into our respective boats. The boys would climb into theirs,
and we girls would scramble into ours, to pull our hijabs over our wet bodies and veil our dripping
hair and sit in pious contemplation of the blue and the horizon.He sat there, leaning back,
cigarette in hand, watching me.“I’m not a good swimmer,” I said.“I am,” the fisherman said. “Stay
close to the boat. I’ll keep an eye on you.”So I jumped.I was suspended in the silent blue of it.
There loomed the threat of being discovered by the police. But beneath the water, nobody could
see me. I surfaced, gasped, looked at the boat, which seemed a little farther than I had
expected. Then I went under, again. Eyes open. I turned and turned, weightless. It felt
exhilarating to be in the waters of the Caspian with the bottom so deep, in Iran, with home so far
away. I felt so brave, so alive. I surfaced again. I turned to find the boats and saw that everyone
was scrambling in. Someone was calling my name above the deafening lull of the water. My
cousin Javid waved at me frantically.I swam over as fast as I could, the waves working against
me. My arms felt leaden. I dragged myself through that water, terrified, frantic. Back in Los
Angeles, I had heard about the dark prison cells, the beatings, the disappearances. I spent
months worrying about these stories before I had made my decision to return to Iran. And was
this moment it, my fate? I finally reached the boat and clutched the side and heaved myself up.
The other girls were almost dressed, pulling their pants with panic over their wet legs, buttoning
their manteaus with trembling fingers over their nearly bare breasts, tucking their dripping hair
beneath knotted headscarves. I struggled clumsily with my jeans, shaking violently with fear. I
was the only one still undressed. Then, the fisherman in our boat said, “It’s okay. Don’t be so
afraid, it is just some local fishermen. They are not the police.”He waved at the distant boat. The
men in it waved back. It was a false alarm, I thought, trying to steady myself, I don’t need to be
covered in hijab. It is not the police. I gave up trying to cover my wet body with my unwilling
clothes, threw my jeans onto the bench and drew a deep breath as the boat came
nearer.Relieved that it wasn’t the police and looking in the direction of that oncoming boat, I
didn’t see that behind me the other girls sat dressed in full hijab. The fishermen we had hired to
take us out in their boats had just seen us in our bikinis, so I didn’t register that before these
other local fishermen, who were not paid to look away, we must be fully clothed. Maybe because
of the sun, or the exhilaration of having been in the bottomless sea, or the close encounter with
absolute terror, I forgot the codes of conduct in Iran, forgot that this wasn’t Malibu or Venice, and
the closer that boat came, the more distracted I was by this unforeseen situation to notice the
bulging vein in Ali’s neck, or the shock of the girls, or my male cousins’ horror at my indiscretion.
I stood there, hands shading my eyes from the sun, waiting to see what these strangers wanted,
in the middle of the sea.Javid said, from the other boat, in English, “Cover yourself up.”I didn’t
understand that he meant fully, in Islamic hijab. So I took my saffron silk headscarf and wrapped



it about my torso, Tahitian style, the way I might have back home on the beaches of Southern
California. I watched, mesmerized, the two older men who now stood in their boats before us,
their faces wrinkled by the sun, their kind, curious, furtive eyes. They had thick mustaches,
calloused hands. They wore knitted sweaters, wool caps on their heads, faded black pants,
rubber boots with a tangled net at their feet. They turned off their motor and the three boats
bobbed silently in the water. Then the older fishermen coughed, cleared their throats, and
greeted the fishermen we had hired, barely glancing in the direction of the girls’ boat where I
stood. They turned to the boys’ boat and asked if we wanted to buy their catch. They pointed to
two large fish, gasping on the floor of their boat.I was enraptured. It was such a magnificent
exchange, so unexpected a meeting. Fishermen, in the middle of the sea, selling their catch.
How could I have remembered what I was or was not wearing when I was no longer even
cognizant of myself, lost to the newness of the experience? I had slipped beyond the veil, so to
speak, of temporal reality. I thought to myself, we, these older fishermen and I, are entities
beyond the masks of our respective identities. We are the attraction of foreign, strange
unknowns drawn together to learn, to understand, to make meaning. However, what my cousins
wanted to do was to end this transaction of meaning making as quickly as possible, so the
younger one, Pouya, asked the fishermen how much for the fish and that’s when I saw it. The
third fish. Tiny. Long. Strange, like a small dinosaur. I had never seen anything like it.“That one?” I
said, addressing one of the older fishermen.He leaned over and picked it up and said, “A
hatchling sturgeon. Too small to eat.”It was an ancient thing. Smooth ridges down its back like a
mountain range. “I’d like to buy that one,” I said.“For what?” the older fisherman asked. “It is
useless.”“Please. I will pay for it. If you don’t need it, I want to return it to the sea.”Maybe it was
the strangeness of the creature. Or its grotesque beauty. Or the fact that it was to be wasted, this
living thing, caught accidentally and left to die in the bottom of a boat. I wanted to return it to the
water, where it would swim off to grow into the behemoth that it was destined to become. “It is
near dead,” Javid said from the boys’ boat, perhaps through clenched teeth. The moment froze
like that. The girls in their full hijab aghast. The boys angry. The hired fishermen waiting, the
hatchling sturgeon gasping. I stood in my red bikini immodestly covered by a breeze-blown silk
scarf, in the middle of the Caspian Sea, unable to think beyond the moment before me. The kind,
older fishermen. This unexpected occurrence in an unlikely location. The urgency of the dying
fish.“You can have it,” the older fisherman said to me. He held it out to me, with his eyes cast
down.“Don’t take it,” Ali said in English, perhaps through clenched teeth.We were all Ali’s guests,
staying at his seashore villa. He was my cousin Pouya’s closest friend and had invited us as an
excuse to get to know me better, before a formal pursuit. The moment froze, again. I didn’t know
what the trespass was, but I started to understand that I had done something terribly offensive,
though against whom, I didn’t know. Was it that I had encroached upon the natural hospitality of
these people and placed this poor village fisherman in the uncomfortable position of offering me
a free fish?“Don’t take it,” Ali said, again in English.The older fisherman held the fish out to me,
glancing over at me, to see if I intended to take it from his hand. I looked at the fish he held. It



was marvelous. Blue, silver, green, its strange pointed face, its smallness in relation to the
potential of what it was meant to become. Then, the fisherman in our boat, the one who told me
to jump, who had promised to keep his eyes on me, said, quietly, “Go on.” I looked up at him,
standing there, looking intently at me, still smoking his cigarette. He nodded. “Go ahead,” he
said. “You’re right. It belongs back in the sea.”So I took the fish, carefully, from the weathered
hands of the old man holding it out to me. I held it for a moment, then I bent over the ledge of that
red boat and gently set the fish in the sea. We all watched it in silence, expectantly. And it just
floated there. Then, as if awakening, it jumped clear into the air, a flash of silver, a piece of
lightning, before it fell back into the water and swam at the surface for a fraction of a second, the
sun glistening on it, green, purple, blue, before it disappeared.After the fish incident, we returned
to Ali’s villa. On the walk back, Javid explained to me, patiently, my error in not realizing that the
unpaid older fishermen should not have seen me half nude. Javid believed that the mistake was
innocent enough on my behalf, and the incident seemed to have passed without consequence.
Ali, however, wasn’t as forgiving. The locals knew him. He had a reputation to protect, and my
behavior threatened his honor within that small community. I should have known better, as an
Iranian girl, to be more protective of my modesty. “You are too unladylike,” he said. I found myself
apologizing, trying to defend myself, to prove to him my innocence, but he shook his head and
walked away from me.That afternoon, we grilled the fish we had bought, listened to music, and
danced, while Ali ignored me. Then, one of the other girls invited on that trip, Naghmeh, pulled
me aside and said, “Let’s take a shower together.” Both of us were covered in sand and salt and
tired from the outing. Naghmeh. Blond-haired, petite and large-hipped, with the devil in her eyes.
She used to date Ali. She and I walked to the large room that served as a hammam. Beautiful
hand-painted tiles on the walls and floors, and a copper showerhead in the center of the room,
with nothing to enclose it. We undressed and washed our bodies. We were young and supple
and beautiful in the steam and the fading light of that late afternoon. We talked and laughed, and
she told me stories about Ali, who kept knocking on the hammam door asking what I was up to
now, locked up in the shower with Naghmeh. Then, Naghmeh brought up the fisherman we had
hired.“Wasn’t he beautiful?” she asked me.She was right. He was beautiful. Long and lean and
toned. Gold skinned. High cheekbones, eyes gold in the light. Sensuous mouth. Beautiful.
“Imagine his bed,” she said. “Sheets that smell like saltwater . . .”“With grains of sand in it . . .”“A
collection of seashells on his windowsill . . .”“A mosquito net hanging over the bed . . .”“The taste
of his skin . . .”“His mouth . . .”“The strength of his arms . . .”“Would he play an
instrument?”“Guitar?”“Flute?”“Daf. But only when he is angry.”“On moonlit nights, he’d take you
fishing.”“Teach you how to throw the net.”“And wait . . .”This went on, this dangerous unfolding
narrative we made of him. We named him the golden fisherman, and soon it was night and we
kept weaving him from this thread of fantasy and desire until well past midnight. Tangled in our
own story, we finally fell asleep.I AWOKE THE next morning to find Javid about to leave the
house. He and Ahmad, the fisherman hired to ferry the boys, had arranged the day before to
meet so that Ahmad could take Javid to the fish markets, to the dark back of a store where a



man sold black market sturgeon caviar in tins.“Do you want to come with me?” Javid
asked.Hungry for adventure and story, I threw on my headscarf and pulled on my sneakers and
ran out to the gravel road that ended in sand, where Ahmad was supposed to meet us. Ahmad
was to lead us to the fish market, through its winding passageways, past merchants singing
about their bream, their whitefish and kutum, past the plastic bins full of ice and fish, with their
futile gills, the shock of their eyes, the mouths that opened and closed in agony. The grounds of
that fish market would have been strewn with slippery silver scales, entrails, scattered rainbows,
and I imagined having to step with haste, with cautious feet past all those bins, the fish in them
flopping, dying as we followed Ahmad quickly, covertly, to a nondescript store, to the dark back,
where a man waited with tins of sturgeon caviar. I walked with Javid down the gravel road toward
the sea to find Ahmad, but I would never participate in that black-market exchange, because just
as we reached the sand, a mule came trotting along the beach.I remember little about the rider
sitting on top, bouncing, but I do remember that mule clearly. A thick, red kilim on its back, with
yellow and green tassels hanging from the decorative thing on its head, and blue turquoise
stones and bells, just jingling and jangling as it trotted along the water. It stopped before us and
the man on the mule said, “Ahmad is coming soon.”That mule was lovely. Big, intelligent eyes
and decked out splendidly, like a little parade. It tossed its head and whinnied. This is not a thing
of Los Angeles, I thought, looking into his eyes. Never would a mule arrive, decorated with so
much love, to deliver a message. Then, the man muttered something close to the mule’s ear,
which twitched in response, before the two turned to ride away.“Wait,” I called out to the man, not
ready for him to leave yet. He stopped. Not knowing what else to say, I asked, “Do you hire out
your mule?”Javid and the man stared at me.“I’ve never ridden on a mule before,” I said. “In fact, I
can’t ever remember even seeing a mule. I just thought it might be interesting, to experience, the
coast . . . in such a traditional way.” The man looked at Javid, because Javid, as a man, was my
assumed custodian. It didn’t matter if Javid was my brother or cousin or husband or even friend.
He was a man and, as a young woman, I was his charge. By token of his gender, the man
expected permission from Javid before even addressing me. Even though I had initiated the
exchange, even though I intended to pay for the service.After a moment’s pause, Javid turned to
the man and said, “She is from America.” The man nodded, as though in understanding. Then,
Javid turned to me and said, “Fine. I’ll walk back and get the car. It is getting too late to walk to
the fish market, anyway. I’ll drive over with Ahmad. You ride the mule, then go directly back to
Ali’s.” Money exchanged hands, and I found myself sitting on top of that mule, like a village bride.
The man pulled the mule by a rope and I rode on top, imagining a procession of dafs and women
ululating, though no sign of a groom. We turned to ride back and that’s when I saw the
fisherman, the golden one, walking toward us, dazzling in the morning light.The man with the
mule greeted him and they started to talk, so I assumed my paid ride had come to an end. I
dismounted the mule, patted his head, and turned to walk back to Ali’s villa, when I heard the
golden fisherman ask, “Do you want a ride in my boat?”I stopped. A second’s hesitation. Then I
looked at him and said, “No, thank you.”I turned back to walk immediately, as my cousin had



instructed, to Ali’s home, even though Javid and I were born only six months apart, back when
Tehran still had discos and our dads wore bellbottoms and our moms wore miniskirts and we
watched Bruce Lee movies together on Friday afternoons while sipping Coca Cola from glass
bottles, while students met secretly and talked about freedom and democracy, while students
disappeared and mothers wept and searched for their sons and daughters, waited outside
prisons, wrote letters, prayed and prayed, before enough was enough and the students took to
the streets and the Shah fled and the void he left behind a blackness filled, and the war began
and the air raid sirens woke us from sleep and sent us running to dark basements, and murals of
martyrs covered the walls of buildings left standing, while the rest were rubbled heaps of brick
and mortar, steel and bone. My family escaped, and Javid’s family stayed behind, so when Javid
had said to go straight back after the mule ride, and the golden fisherman asked, “Do you want
to ride in my boat?” I turned and said, “No, thank you,” then started walking home, as my cousin
had instructed me. I stopped there for a moment, looking down the road that led back to Ali’s
house, with him, the golden fisherman, behind me, and behind him the beautiful blue beckoning
of death, and I thought to myself, but how long do we live, really?I turned around again. I looked
at the golden fisherman, magnificently real in the morning light. And while he kept talking to the
guy with the mule, he looked back at me, too. So I marched up to him and asked, “How much?
For the boat ride?” Just to set things straight. Just to make it clear that I was hiring him, to take
me out in his boat, so that I could contemplate the sea and the horizon. That the day before,
when I stood on the ledge of his boat, trembling, and he had said, go ahead, jump, meant
nothing. That when he was the only one to see my anguish about the hatchling sturgeon and my
uncertainty, it meant nothing. He had a boat. It was for hire. I was a tourist. I had American
dollars. And nothing else existed between the transaction of all those concretes. No thread of
desire, no story of longing.The two men said goodbye, and the mule rode off with the jingle and
the jangle. I stood there. And the golden fisherman stood before me. His little red boat with the
word Morvarid painted in white on one side and Pearl on the other was just a way off, beached in
the sand. He started walking toward his boat and I followed, thinking danger, trespass, police,
customs, sharia, laws, beating, disappearance, drowning, all to the pounding rhythm of my
heart. According to sharia law, an unmarried girl could not be alone with an unmarried man,
unless he was mahram, her father, her brother, perhaps an uncle. Any rumor of anything to do
with moral misconduct could lead a young woman to find herself in the hands of the law, at the
mercy of an Islamic court that could sentence anything from whippings to death by stoning.But I
was twenty-four, on the green, lush, humid shores of the Caspian, and the boat was red, and the
sea seemed endless, and the man before me, who happened to be a fisherman, a vocation so
full of allusions, radiated with some burning light, and all of this was a transgression forbidden to
me. I was trapped in an old, old story. And that story wasn’t just about physical attraction, it was
about a compulsion to step closer to what is forbidden, to look and touch and taste, to come to
know, beyond the fear of what is not known. It wasn’t crude or carnal longing that drew me to the
golden fisherman, it was the possibility of something perfect in its manifestation to occur



between him and I, an understanding that would come to shift and change us both. So for the
sake of platonic inquiry, I stepped in his boat, and I sat down, and tightened my headscarf, and
looked off at the sea with the air of some foreign tourist hiring some local fisherman to take me
out in his hired boat to the middle of the waters where I could meditate on whatever people
meditated on when they return to the land of their birth, before the bombs and the Sisters and
Brothers of Islam sent them running. He pushed the boat into the water. He started the motor. I
was getting farther and farther from the shore. I could feel him behind me. Then, over the loud
machinery of that boat, I heard him ask, “Do you want to drive my boat?”Me? Drive a little red
boat into the face of the exhilarating unknown?I turned to look at him and nodded. He stopped
the boat and I got up. He moved over on the bench, and I sat down where he had sat. We waited
like that, for moment, in silence, until he nodded his head toward a lever and he said, “Just turn
that. The more you turn, the faster it goes.” I turned it a little, and we putt-putted forward. I turned
a little more, and we hit those waves with the boat jumping a little each time. He put his hand
next to mine on the lever, an inch of space between our hands, and that empty space between
his skin and mine burned with atomic energy. He held the lever and said, “Turn it this way to go
right, and this way to go left. It will be a smoother ride.”Then he looked down at my hand. And I
looked down, too, and saw that, brazenly, the sleeve of my manteau revealed my naked wrist.
Smooth, delicate, white. He looked up at me, and I looked into his eyes and I saw the
generations of men and women, lineages of lovers, the flame of all those who coupled to create
him. Tall, beautiful, skin turned gold by the summer sun, and eyes gold, too, shining with light. I
looked at him, and the boundaries between us dissolved. Or expanded. Because through his
eyes I understood something of the infinite. Something of what that desire is that brims over from
the confines of our bodies.In that timeless place, he reached out across the great aching chasm
of separation, and he traced his finger along the revealed skin of my wrist. A touch.
Barely.Perhaps in fear of what he had done, or what he might do next, he removed his hand
quickly and looked away. And I revved up that motor and took those waves head-on. No rights or
lefts to smooth out the ride, just a rage to hit each wave, so that we flew for a moment, airborne,
before the boat crashed back down and may have splintered into pieces. Then I turned back
toward the shore, with the boat tilting to its side, and drove that thing into the sand, stumbled out,
wet from the spray, panting, unaware of all the eyes that had seen. I walked, without looking
back, past the women in their dark chadors sitting on picnic blankets, past the men standing with
arms crossed, smoking cigarettes, past children building castles in the sand, to the road that led
to Ali’s villa. I opened the door to find them all sitting at the table, spreading caviar on pieces of
toast. Javid turned and asked, “How was the mule ride?”Naghmeh looked at me and knew. She
knew, from the bewildered look in my eyes, that something wonderful had just happened. That,
somehow, it involved the story we had spent an afternoon and a night creating. He wasn’t just
some hired fisherman anymore, just as the sea wasn’t just the sea anymore, and the ride on that
tasseled mule and where it led me was too marvelous to reduce to a simple response of, “The
mule ride was lovely. What a pleasant way to explore the shore.” But I did say those words, and



Javid nodded, and Ali looked up from his toast, upset that I had hired a mule without his
permission. Ali had invited me to his villa to see if I was worth pursuing, and the incident with the
local fishermen, the red bikini, and that hatchling sturgeon had left a bitterness in his mouth,
because he sat now, visibly irritated that I had left his home without him, gone into public, and
either unwittingly or intentionally undermined his masculinity once more, in this small fishing
village on the coast of the Caspian where he reigned king.Naghmeh, with the devil in her eyes,
asked Ali, “Will we go swimming again today?”Ali looked between the two of us, searching for
clues masked by our words, by our tone, by the glances between us, to discover if we intended
to mock him, before he said, “You girls will go swimming after we eat. Javid, Pouya, and I will be
waterskiing.”After breakfast, we returned to the beach where the boys climbed into their hired
boat and the girls into ours. The two boats set off in opposite directions, this time Ahmad towing
Ali on water skis. When our boat was far enough from the shore to be seen, the golden
fisherman shut off his engine and anchored. The boys’ boat zoomed in our radius, with Pouya in
tow now. I was first among the girls to undress. I felt his eyes on me. My cheeks burned hot, my
body on fire. I stepped on the ledge of his boat and jumped. Because the desire to quench that
burning, the intensity of it, was greater than the fear of death. I swam in the sea, waited for the
other girls to jump, and when they were all swimming, I swam back to his boat unnoticed, pulled
myself up and flopped in, all wet, like a clumsy fish, and he sat there, looking at me with my limbs
askew, in the bottom of his boat, trying to gather myself with some semblance of grace. He took
a slow drag on his cigarette, blew out the smoke, and asked, “You’re not afraid
anymore?”“No.”“Are you Ali’s girl?”“No. No, I’m not.”“You are not from here.”“No.”“Where do you
come from?”“Los Angeles.”“You were born there?”“I moved there when I was a child.”“Why have
you come back?”“I lost my father a few years ago. I wanted to find something of him, here.
You?”“I have always been here, like my father and his father.”“You are a fisherman?”“Like my
father and his father,” he said, then looked off at the endless expanse of the water. “This is my
sea.”“Do you like being a fisherman?”“It’s hard in the winter,” he said, looking at me. “The
summers are easy, though. I rent out my boat to take you city kids out to swim. But the
winters . . .” He held out his hands. Strong. Calloused. Beautiful. I wanted to reach out, to touch
them, to feel the power of their grip. I didn’t. Ali was swimming, and he noticed me.“Come back
in,” he yelled from the water.“I’m tired.”“Then let’s leave.”“Go back in,” the fisherman said quietly. “I
want to watch you.”I threw myself into that water with the passion of a suicide. I swam
shamelessly. To the brink of exhaustion, of nearly drowning. Until it was time to return to the
seashore, to walk away from him. I spent that afternoon and evening whispering with Naghmeh.
Ali had taken to ignoring me completely and turned his attentions to Bita, another one of the girls
in our party. We spent the night with music and dance.When I was a child, one of my favorite
stories about Iran was the one my father told about his own childhood, when he fetched the
bread, baked fresh each morning. He’d walk to the neighborhood bakery, buy that bread piping
hot, wrapped in paper, and bring it back to his family before breakfast. So when I awoke on our
last morning by the seashore, I decided to buy the bread for our breakfast from the local bakery.
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Jessica, “A Twisted, Beautiful Version of How Stella Got Her Groove Back. Parnaz has a gift for
storytelling which makes Love is a Stranger an easy read. But I found myself wondering, who is
this relatively young woman, and how does she have the audacity to write a memoir? Was she a
prime minister? Did she uncover the secret worlds of primates in remote jungles? Did she tour
the world filling up concert halls? She did not. So why would anyone care about the story of an
Iranian immigrant girl, who left a sheltered life in the suburbs to take a couple short trips to Iran
and ultimately come back?Parnaz answers back powerfully with the gift of her prose and her
poetry, “The colors of that afternoon appear hazy in my memory, like faded Polaroid. Muted
sunlight, a faint blue pool, the slowly erased familiarity of a handsome man’s face…” Parnaz
answers back with vivid portraits of far off lands and adventures. Through her words you can
smell the Caspian sea, enter the remote tents of proud mountain people, see the bright colors of
Iranian bazaars, and even have glimpses of paradise.Her love and her pride fuel her through
chapter after chapter of triumph and tragedy. Through her sensitive, observant lense you are
taken on an epic adventure. Under the surface there is a Homeric epic. She is writing a personal
Shahnameh with valiant heroes and sniveling cowards. She is a Han Solo figure, enjoying life
while taking on an authoritative Iran regime no less oppressive than the Galactic Empire. A rebel
figure, letting her bravery get her into trouble in the name of justice.Inspired by tales of the
mythic Iranian mountains by her uncle Behrooz, Parnaz decides to leave her unsatisfying life in
Los Angeles and connect to her deceased father by rediscovering his homeland. This is not a
decision to be taken lightly for a 24 year old girl. Since the Iranian Revolution, Iran has become
a conservative hell where women can be imprisoned for not walking with a guardian or
disappear for exposing an ankle. But she is compelled to leave- in America her identity is riddled
with confusion and shame as she struggled to be accepted by her peers as an immigrant girl in
a conservative suburb. Maybe among her Iranian cousins she will have her homecoming.The
adventure begins when she arrives in Iran where she meets with her cousins Pouya and Javid.
She goes with them to secret house parties (hidden from the Iranian moral police) where they
are up all night, smoking, playing music, debating philosophy and making poetry. She finds
romance and forbidden love on the shores of the Caspian Sea. She passes proud Kurdish men
with thick mustaches and colorful scarves. She discovers an ancient Zoroastrain fire temple, and
collapses of exhaustion on the edge of the unforgiving cliffs of the Alborz mountains. All of this
happening in the context of an oppressive Iranian dictatorship that constantly tries and
sometimes succeeds in oppressing her.It's a beautiful and brutal coming of age story. The stark
contrast between the void of her old life and the love and lust for her ancient homeland. Love,
loss, betrayal, beauty, tragedy. It's all there in these pages. Written with love and authenticity.Why
should you care? Because Home is a Stranger is an homage to that tender time in a person's life
when they discover themselves. Home is a Stranger will reconnect you to the lost youthful
narrative that you put aside for so long to pay the bills that you forgot it was there. Even an



“ordinary” life is an extraordinary experience. It is a reminder of the Talmudic quote, “Whoever
saves a single life is considered to have saved the whole world” because in the richness of her
way of describing her surroundings, you remember that each person is a world.I walked away
from this book refreshed. Like I had re-lived the exciting time of my early 20s through a kindred
spirit. I walked away with a renewed sense of love and gratitude for life.”

Ron Rosenbaum, “Wonderful and engaging!. This is an amazing story of a young woman’s
struggle to find herself in the face of two tragic times in her life, the untimely death of her father
and a very serious health issue. Her adventures show the sharp contrasts between her
American upbringing and the country of her birth, Iran.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Important Read. To really understand how it feels to be an immigrant you
have to try to see through the eyes of one. This book is a beautifully written, honest memoir that
will open your eyes, heart and mind!”

William G Massey III, “Very interesting, in a number of ways. I found this book very interesting. It
was enlightening to read about real people in Iran, as opposed to what you read in the news.
Especially the parts when they went out to the countryside. Her first book, The Girl from the
Garden, was very good also, but was fiction. I was fascinated how this girl raised in L.A. could
just up and do all those things!  I appreciated her writing style also.  I recommend it to anyone.”

The book by Parnaz Foroutan has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 13 people have provided feedback.
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