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Dedication

This book is for my children, Evie and Rumi.

There is nothing more authentic I can think of

in this world than my love for you.





Chapter One

WHEN YOU LOOK UP AT the sky in Los Angeles, all you see is a strange film of smog, like the whole city is filtered through the lens of your dirtiest sunglasses. You can’t see any stars. And if you’re really unlucky, there’s a blimp up there writing the words “Happy Birthday, Heidi!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!” in the sky in pink. Yes, with sixteen exclamation points, one for every year of my former best friend Heidi Javadi’s life.

I was at the rented mansion hosting Heidi’s sweet sixteen party, wishing I was anywhere else. Seriously, I would rather have been dissecting a bat or listening to my mother lecture me about how there’s nothing shameful about Spanx.

Caroline led Joy, Kurt, and me inside. I turned my gaze down from the sky toward the mansion the Javadis rented for Heidi’s party. Beautiful cocktail waitresses in pink dresses stood at the entrance of the event, holding pink champagne for the grown-ups and pink “Heidi-tinis” for us, welcoming us to this very opulent version of hell.

“You guys know this is exactly what Iran was like before the revolution, right?” I asked.

“Obviously,” Kurt said. “Everyone knows all of Iran was painted pink until those mullahs stepped in.”

“And Heidi’s name was permanently emblazoned over the skyline of Tehran,” I added.

Caroline laughed, slapping me on the shoulder a little too hard. Caroline did everything in her life with a little too much passion. She was the most outspoken member of our group of friends. If someone was leading the way, it was usually Caroline.

Kurt, Joy, and Caroline had been their own little posse since junior high. I joined the crew when high school began, so I was still the newbie. But I was the one who had dubbed us the Authentics, because my new friends were the first people I’d met more concerned with being who they were than with who others wanted them to be. We weren’t the coolest kids in school, or the most popular, but we were the realest. At least that’s what we thought.

“Wow,” Caroline said, looking at the pinkstravaganza around us. “Is this the most Persian party in the history of parties?”

“It may be super-Persian,” I said, “but it has nothing to do with being Iranian.”

“Semantics,” Caroline said. Being my friend, she knew that Persian and Iranian were terms the same exact community of people used to describe themselves. Persians felt pride in their ancient empire and shame about the current regime of their homeland, while Iranians believed in accuracy over pride and shame. “This is who you are, Daria. Embrace your truth. You do you.”

“You do you is a really gross expression,” Kurt said. “It’s trying to be about self-empowerment, but doesn’t it sound like it’s about masturbation?”

“Ew,” Joy said. “Seriously. I do not want to picture you doing yourself, Kurt. And can we stop? This is actually Daria’s culture, so can we all be a little less judgy?”

Joy got it since her parents were from Nigeria, which is nothing like Iran, but which is still somewhere different. She got that living in one world in your home and in a completely different world outside your home was like being two puzzle pieces that didn’t really fit together.

We found a cocktail waitress holding a pink tray of Heidi-tinis, and grabbed some.

Caroline gazed around the room. Pink balloons, pink disco balls, pink tablecloths, pink cupcakes. “This is color fascism,” she announced drily.

“Or tint totalitarianism,” Kurt said, and Caroline high-fived him.

But I was still stuck on Iranian stereotypes. “I mean, my culture basically invented poetry, math, and rice,” I said. “But all people seem to care about is that some of us have tacky taste, wear too much cologne, and build really ugly McMansions.”

“Hey,” Kurt said. “At least you have a culture. The only culture in my house growing up was homemade yogurt.” Kurt’s mom was an actress or therapist (depending on what day you asked her), and she was all about growing her own vegetables and fermenting kombucha.

Kurt had a point, but I hated that most people who heard the words Persian, fifteen, and Beverly Hills would immediately assume I was a spoiled Persian princess. They would’ve thought I was one of those girls who pouted until her father hired One Direction to perform at her sweet sixteen party. For the record, I liked One Direction . . . when I was nine.

The girl you’re imagining—the beautiful Persian princess—that’s Heidi, who stood in a circle with her Persian posse, aka the Nose Jobs. Heidi looked up at me and smiled. Her just-whitened teeth were perfect. She was wearing a skintight pink leopard-print dress. Her hair looked like it was straightened on an ironing board, and it had pink highlights for the occasion. Basically, she looked like a cross between Kylie Jenner and Hello Kitty, and by the way, she was the kind of girl who would’ve taken that as a compliment.

Heidi gave me a small wave with her left hand, and I noticed how perfect her manicure was. She had turned into our mothers, and I had turned into a chunky girl with dirty fingernails. I gave Heidi an awkward wave with my left hand, and then I quickly tried to hide my hands in my pockets. But the poufy pink dress I wished I weren’t wearing didn’t have pockets, so the gesture just felt weird and unfortunate. I knew better than to bother walking over to Heidi, and she didn’t come over either. It was hard to imagine that Heidi and I used to be best friends, but that was a long time ago. Now she was beautiful and popular, and I was, well, authentic.

Heidi’s mother, basically a grown-up version of Heidi, approached her and whisked her off to another room, no doubt to greet some elderly Persians. Respecting your elders is a really big thing for us.

As the Authentics and I did a lap around the room, I realized this was the first time my two disparate worlds—high school and Tehrangeles—had been brought together. To my left were the drama kids. To my right were my father’s golf buddies. To my left was our high school soccer team. To my right were my mother’s rummy ladies. And then I saw my parents gliding toward me, looking sophisticated as ever. We had arrived separately, since I’d gotten ready at Joy’s house.

“There you are,” Baba said. “You look beautiful.”

He was lying. I looked fat and pimply, though the dress Joy had picked out for me was cool in a throwback kind of way.

“Thanks, Baba,” I said.

“Hello, kids,” my mom said as she took in our colorful outfits. Caroline was wearing a pink bow tie with a vintage white polyester suit. Kurt was wearing a pink checkered shirt, white pants, and his signature fedora. Joy wanted to be a designer, so she’d picked all our outfits, but obviously hers looked best, a fuchsia disco dress she found on Melrose that she swore once belonged to Bianca Jagger. Joy was good at dressing us, but an expert at dressing herself. True confession: I had to Google Bianca Jagger, but I didn’t tell Joy. She took her style icons very seriously.

“It’s wonderful to see you all,” Sheila said to my friends. My mother liked me to call her Sheila, probably because it allowed her to pretend she was my older sister.

She was lying too. I mean, my mother liked the Authentics all right, but she wished I were still best friends with Heidi. She got Heidi, and she had no idea what to do with the Authentics. Maybe it’s because my mother valued being fabulous way more than being real. If my mother still believed in the Persian Empire, then she also believed she was its Cookie.

“Did you see the aquarium of pink goldfish in the bathroom?” Sheila said. “They’re so beautiful.”

We all laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Sheila asked. “I thought it was clever.”

“Beauty is in the pinkeye of the beholder,” I said, and my mother gave me that look she gave me when she thought I must be an alien she birthed.

“LOL,” Caroline said. Caroline’s goal in life was to skip college, move to New York, and become our generation’s preeminent lesbian performance artist. In her last piece, she vowed to incorporate an internet acronym into every sentence she spoke. IMHO, it wasn’t her strongest piece (that was definitely the one with the rats and the stilettos), but it did get people talking about communication and technology, and how we had all stopped really listening to each other.

Baba grabbed a pink meatball from a waiter’s tray. “Is this meatball undercooked or color-treated?” he asked as he popped it into his mouth.

Sheila laughed and threw her hair back. She turned to me and asked, “So, any ideas for your party yet?”

“We’ve talked about this. I don’t want some gross sweet sixteen party,” I said. “I just want to invite my friends—my real friends—over to the house.”

Perhaps sensing a tense mother-daughter moment, Caroline announced, “I think I’m gonna go try some pink fondue. The line doesn’t look too bad right now.” Joy and Kurt followed Caroline, and though I wanted to go with them, I stayed behind with my parents. Sometimes I felt like so much of my life was an obligation. There were so many things I had to do that it was hard to remember what I really wanted to do. But that’s what I loved most about the Authentics. They were the first part of my life that hadn’t been curated by my parents.

“Daria, please understand,” my mother pleaded. “We can’t throw a party without inviting the Ghorbanis, and the Palizis, and the . . .”

As Sheila continued rattling off the names of every Iranian family within a ten-mile radius of Beverly Hills, I caught Baba giving me a sympathetic glance. “Sheila djoon,” Baba softly interrupted, “I think Daria already understands that you would like to invite the entire Persian community to her sweet sixteen.”

“It would be rude not to,” Sheila said, as if we had no choice in the matter.

“Yes, I understand,” Baba said. “But since it’s Daria’s birthday, perhaps we can all compromise . . . and only invite half of the Persian community.”

And to my surprise, my mother threw her hair back and laughed again. This was her physical cue that she was having a good time. She did it when she was dancing, watching reruns of Seinfeld, or winning a round of rummy. Her hair was her tell. Kurt, whose mother had instilled in him a very deep love for astrology, said it was because she was a Leo. He said Leos needed their manes brushed all the time. I think Kurt meant that Sheila needed to feel admired, and Baba had figured out exactly how to do that. As for me, I wasn’t much of a mane brusher. I was the girl who’d chopped the hair off every Barbie doll I ever had.

“Well, I love parties,” Sheila said. She wasn’t lying. Sheila was always telling me to dress up more, go out more, put on more makeup, and have more fun. Sometimes, when I was in the library studying, I would tweet that I was having a dance party with friends just so Sheila would get off my back.

“So, Daria, if you don’t want your sweet sixteen to be the party of the century,” she continued, “then how about we focus on my forty-ninth birthday party next summer. I’d like everything to be lavender.”

“Even the goldfish?” I cracked, and to my shock, Sheila laughed and threw her hair back. Had I brushed her mane without even meaning to?

“Okay, we’ll throw you a lavender forty-ninth birthday,” Baba said, with a smile my way. In truth, she was fifty-two, but we let her get away with shifting her age as she saw fit. “It’ll be a party to remember,” Baba said. “We’ll paint the house lavender, and have lavender fondue, and lavender meatballs, of course.”

Sheila laughed and slapped Baba’s arm playfully. He pulled her close to him and gave her a kiss. And by kiss, I mean he went for it.

“You guys, get a room,” I said. “Preferably soundproofed.” Their passion was a cruel reminder that I had never even kissed anyone.

Luckily, a slide show began, diverting my parents’ attention. The whole party oohed and aahed as photos from Heidi’s past appeared on-screen. There was baby Heidi, smiling a gap-toothed smile in her mother’s arms. There was toddler Heidi, in ballet class, obviously. There was seven-year-old Heidi, randomly sitting on Kelly Ripa’s lap. There was tween Heidi, riding a roller coaster with her father. There were Heidi and her new friends, looking airbrushed and blow-dried, posing on top of Heidi’s dad’s car like they were Bravo reality stars doing a Carl’s Jr. commercial. And there was Heidi and me. We were twelve years old, lounging by her pool. Heidi, of course, looked adorable. I, on the other hand, looked frightening. My skin was covered in acne, my hair was frizzy, and I was wearing a too-tight bathing suit that made me look like a raspberry muffin.

All around us, the Persian parents commented on how cute Heidi looked and how beautiful she always was and how she looked just like her mother. I hated myself in that moment, because I wanted their approval as well. I wanted to be cute and beautiful and to look like my mother. The picture was up there for all of five seconds, but by the fourth second, I felt like I was being suffocated by it.

“Can we please leave?” I begged my parents in an urgent whisper.

“They haven’t even cut the cake,” my mother replied in a hushed tone. “It would be rude to—”

But I didn’t wait for her to finish the sentence. Instead, I walked out, causing a few of the guests to turn their attention away from the slide show. My parents followed me outside, and I could feel my mother’s annoyance radiating off her.

Once we were outside and alone, I turned to my mother ferociously. “You know who’s rude, Sheila?” I asked. “Heidi is rude. She makes me feel awful.”

“She’s your friend,” Sheila argued.

“If she’s my friend, then the shah and the ayatollah were besties.”

“Who is the shah in this situation?” Sheila asked.

“Obviously, she is,” I said.

My mother rolled her eyes. If anyone was going to be the shah in this analogy, it would be her daughter.

“Maybe you’re the queen,” Sheila said.

“Fine,” I said, “I’m the queen.”

Sheila placed a hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “Now you just need to believe it.”





Chapter Two

THE LAST DAY OF CLASS before Christmas break at Beverly Hills High was always entertaining as kids tried to one-up each other with the trips their families were taking. As we waited for our English teacher, Mr. Farrell, to arrive, the competition began. Stella Burr told us she was going skiing in Aspen. Lance Summers said he was going to Romania to visit the set of a Socrates biopic that his dad was producing. Kimmy Kaplan was going to Israel to visit family. Betty Powell’s parents were taking her to see her birth mother in concert in Las Vegas. But the winner of this game every year was, of course, Heidi, who announced that her family was going to spend the holidays with the king and queen of Jordan in their castle. When Heidi finished telling us about how she was going to have her own royal servant, she turned to me and asked, “And you, Daria? Any glamorous plans?”

I didn’t answer. Heidi already knew my family was staying in Los Angeles. My brother, Amir, and his husband, Andrew, were expecting their first child, and we weren’t going to miss the birth because we were on a trip to Jordan that we couldn’t even afford. And by the way, Amir was twelve years older than me, so it’s not like he was a gay teen dad, if that’s even a thing.

Luckily, Mr. Farrell finally entered, his brow glistening with sweat. “Sorry I’m late, kids. There was an accident on the 405.”

“You should always take surface streets, Mr. F,” Heidi offered.

Mr. Farrell ignored her. “Before we begin, I’d like to congratulate Daria on writing this month’s extra-credit MVP book report.” Mr. Farrell gave me his megawatt smile. He was kind of a hunk. He used to play college basketball (hence his use of sports terminology when describing book reports) before an injury took him out of the game, so he was, like, the tallest English teacher in California. “Daria chose to write about a graphic novel that tells a coming-of-age story set against the backdrop of Iran’s revolution, relating it to her own identity as an Iranian woman. Daria, with your permission, may I post the report online?”

“Um, sure,” I said to Mr. Farrell, a little embarrassed by the attention. I had always been a good student, and I was usually proud of it. But I also knew that people often resented me for doing well, like somehow I was trying to make them look bad, which wasn’t true at all.

Heidi raised her hand and spoke before Mr. Farrell called on her, which was pretty much the way most classes worked. Raising your hand was really just a warning that you were going to talk. “If Daria can write about a graphic novel,” she said, “then how come I can’t write about Betty and Veronica?”

“Random side note, but I was named after the comic book character,” Betty said. “My mom and my birth mother bonded about their childhood Archie obsession.”

“There’s a difference between a graphic novel and a comic book,” Mr. Farrell said, ignoring Betty.

“I don’t see the distinction,” Heidi said. “They’re stories told in pictures.”

Mr. Farrell, unwilling to take Heidi on in a public argument, finally shrugged and said, “I’ll think about it, Heidi.”

“Thanks,” Heidi said, beaming. “That’s all I’m asking for.”

As Mr. Farrell turned his attention to his lesson plan, Heidi whispered to me, “Congrats, teacher’s pet. Is that the most attention you’ve ever gotten from a man?”

A few students laughed, and Heidi smiled devilishly. I longed for the Heidi of BNJ, which, if you haven’t figured it out yet, stands for Before Nose Job.

BNJ, Heidi was my friend, and ANJ, she turned into my enemy. It’s as simple as that. Heidi came back after that summer a different person. She started high school dripping in bling and brands, and her face had noticeably changed. Gone was the beak nose that had made her so unique and so insecure. In its place was a perfect little button nose, with a straight ridge, and nostrils so small I wasn’t sure how she breathed anymore. Once her nose went from a double black diamond to a bunny slope, Heidi swiftly took control of the Persian clique of students who drove BMWs, dressed in designer clothes, and left the smell of their perfume and cologne lingering a mile down the halls.

You might ask why I wasn’t invited into this exclusive clique, especially when Heidi was my friend since birth. Well, for starters, there was the obvious fact that I didn’t drive a BMW, dress in designer clothes, or wear perfume. But it wasn’t just that. On the first day of high school, after Heidi ignored me to hang out with her new clique, I approached her privately in the bathroom.

“Hey,” I said. Seriously, that’s all I said.

“Don’t make such a big deal out of it,” she said.

“Big deal out of what?” I asked.

“I know you’re Persian, but you just don’t fit in with us, okay?”

“I, um, I just said hey.”

“We’re rich. We’re fabulous. We’re beautiful. Hanging out with us would just make you feel bad about yourself,” she explained.

“Seriously?” I said. “You think a nose job makes you fabulous and beautiful?”

“I did not get a nose job!” she protested.

“Right,” I said, my face burning. I wanted to tell her that if she was going to be the queen of a group of Persians, then why was she butchering her face to look less Persian? I wanted to tell her that her nose job was like cutting off a piece of her heritage. And that instead of sitting around reading fashion magazines, she and her friends should be reading the poetry of Omar Khayyam. I wanted to remind her that her nose was probably still growing, so she’d have to get another nose job soon. But all I said was, “Well, have fun with your fabulous friends. Bye.”

Mr. Farrell took a plastic box out of a bag and held it up so we could all see it. Inside was an old potato, cut in half. “What do you guys think this is?”

“A rotten potato,” Heidi said.

“Be more specific,” Mr. Farrell said.

“It’s fungus,” Kurt said.

“You’re right, Kurt. It’s mold growing on a potato,” Mr. Farrell said. “Now, what if I told you that if it wasn’t for this potato, I wouldn’t be your teacher? I probably wouldn’t even be here in this country.”

“I’d say that was a superpotato,” Caroline said, and a few of us laughed.

“Maybe some of you know that in the nineteenth century, this fungus caused a potato famine in Ireland. Over the course of five years, half a million people left Ireland and came to the United States. Including one of my ancestors. So if this fungus had never infected this potato, I’d probably be living in Ireland.”

“And you’d have a hot accent,” Stella said, then immediately blushed. I mean, we all talked about how hot Mr. Farrell was, but not in front of him.

Heidi raised her hand. “Mr. Farrell, is this some kind of intro for some assignment you’re going to give us about how we’re all immigrants and we have to share our story with each other?”

“No, Heidi,” Mr. Farrell deadpanned. “I brought a moldy potato to class because it’s completely unrelated to your schoolwork. The most important part of my job as an educator is to waste your time.” Mr. Farrell paused just long enough for Heidi to groan before continuing. “There’s no right or wrong way to do this assignment. You just need to think about what brought you to this point in your life, to this country, and tell the class a story that illustrates that journey. Some of you might bring a piece of art you made. Some of you might bring some food you cooked. Some of you might play a piece of music that’s significant.”

“I’m sorry, but I thought this was an English class,” Heidi said.

“You’re right,” Mr. Farrell said. “Which is why you’ll be writing an essay in addition to making a presentation.”

The class groaned, and then Lance said, “I’m Irish too. Can I just borrow that potato?”

Mr. Farrell ignored him. “This may seem like an easy assignment, but it’s not. I want to see investigative work. I want to see emotional analysis. I want to see creative thinking. I want to see that you’re thinking deeply about issues of genealogy, immigration, assimilation, identity. You’ll all present your work in January. Have a great vacation.”

The bell rang, and as I stood up to leave class, I was accosted by the Nose Jobs. “Daria,” Heidi said. “Why did your mother do a save-the-date email for your sweet sixteen? Can she not afford stationery?”

Behind her, the Nose Jobs nodded and muttered in Farsi. Apparently, their families had all received a save-the-date email for my sweet sixteen party as well. I could feel my heart pounding in anger at my mother.

“Maybe she accidentally BCCed you,” I said. “You know how hard it is to type with Persian nails.”

On cue, the Nose Jobs all looked down at their manicured nails. “Whatever,” Heidi said. “Our families are gonna make us come, so we’ll see you there.” Once again, the Nose Jobs muttered their agreement. I didn’t say a word, because I knew she was right. “Hey, Daria,” Heidi continued, “if you want, I’ll do your makeup before the party. You don’t want to be all zitty on your big night.”

My face got red and hot. I hated her. I hated them. And I hated my mother most of all for forcing these people into my life. I grabbed my backpack and rushed away toward the cafeteria. But I’d lost my appetite, so I escaped the incoming horde and went outside. I searched for an isolated spot, and decided on the shade of an avocado tree.

I tried to distract myself from my anger by taking out a notebook and a pencil, and beginning a family tree. The truth was that I knew very little about my extended family. I placed myself in the center with a large circle around my name. Then I added in my brother, Amir, and his husband, Andrew, and my parents, Sheila and Pasha. On Baba’s side, I added his brother, Abbas, who lived in Houston with his family, and then I added his parents. His father had died of a heart attack years earlier. I was never that close to him.

But Baba’s mother, Maman Homa, was one of my favorite people. She lived in a nursing home not far from us. She used to live with us, but she had to be moved when she started forgetting things. My parents refused to ever use the word Alzheimer’s in the house, so we just said she “forgot things,” as if her condition were comparable to me forgetting my notebook on a school day. Watching her lose her memories was so painful, like this person I loved was disappearing before my very eyes. If it was that awful for me, I could only imagine how awful it was for Baba. But if it hurt, he never showed it.

I moved my pen toward Sheila’s side of the family tree. I drew in a square for her sister, Lida, but then I realized I didn’t know much else. I knew Lida took care of their mother in Iran, but I didn’t even know her name. And I knew nothing about their father. I hadn’t even seen a picture of him. Sheila didn’t really talk about her past much. She was all about staying current.

The Authentics found me sitting alone by the avocado tree, and walked over. Lance Summers stopped Joy to talk. Kurt and Caroline sat down next to me.

“You okay?” Kurt asked.

“Oh, you heard that?” I asked, embarrassed by my public humiliation.

Caroline put a hand on my knee and squeezed it hard. “I tried to intervene, but Joy said you wouldn’t want more attention drawn to a miserable situation.”

“She was right,” I said, looking up to Joy, who finished up her conversation and joined us.

“What was that about?” Caroline asked Joy.

“Nothing, really,” Joy said. “He said his dad’s producing a movie in the city this summer, and he thought I could intern for the costume designer or something.”

“Jesus, can that guy talk about anything but his famous dad?” Caroline asked. “It’s pathetic.”

“It was kind of a nice offer,” Joy said. “If my parents actually let me do it.”

“Wait, do you think he likes you?” I asked, and immediately Joy blushed. “You should go for him. He’s totally cute.”

“Yeah, if self-involved bros who post selfies once a week with their dads’ Oscars are your thing,” Caroline said.

“Can we move on?” Joy asked. “A boyfriend is not in my life plan until junior year of college.”

“Well, I think you guys would be cute together,” I said. “But I guess I selfishly don’t want any of you guys to date anyone. The Authentics come first, right?”

“Right,” Joy said.

“Is he the kind of guy that girls want?” Kurt asked, looking at me. “’Cause I could be all douchey if that’s what it takes.” And then, imitating Lance, Kurt said, “Yo, ladies, my dad’s doing a Rumi biopic starring Zac Efron. Wanna see a selfie of me and his abs?”

“That is disturbing ’cause it could actually happen,” I said. “And no, that is not what girls want, Kurt.”

When I first became one of the Authentics, Kurt did my chart and declared that we were each other’s astro–soul mates, which was his very Kurt-like way of saying he had a crush on me. Caroline suspected that Kurt was gay, and using me as a beard crush. She based this on his lack of a girlfriend and his flamboyant style, but I disagreed with her. Personally, I always thought the most likely explanation for Kurt’s crush was that he pitied me and was pretending to like me to boost my confidence. If I was right, Kurt was an even better friend than I had imagined.

“Okay, this is me officially changing the subject,” Joy said. “What were you guys talking about before I got here?”

“I was about to offer to beat Heidi up on Daria’s behalf,” Caroline said. Joy raised her eyebrows at her. “What?”

“Thanks, Caroline,” I said. “But let’s stick with nonviolence for now.”

“Don’t let her get to you,” Joy said.

“Heidi or my mother?” I asked.

“I was talking about Caroline,” Joy said with a smile.

“Oh” was all I said. I knew Joy was trying to lighten the mood, but I just couldn’t stop thinking about how I was very much letting both my mother and Heidi get to me.

“You know what Daria needs?” Kurt asked, and before anyone could answer, he yelled, “A group hug!”

He leaped on top of me, pinning me down on the grass. Caroline and Joy jumped on top of Kurt. We were one big mass now.

“Don’t you wish you could pick your family members?” I asked, a little breathless from being smothered by the three of them. “Because honestly, I’d pick you guys.”

“Speaking of family, what are you guys thinking of doing for the assignment?” Joy asked.

They all slid off me, and that’s when I had an idea, and my eyes grew wide with excitement. “You guys,” I said. “We should all buy those DNA kits and do genealogy testing like on that TV show. How fun would that be? And who knows, maybe we’d even find out that some of us are related.”

“Do we have to give blood?” Joy asked. “Because needles give me traumatic flashbacks to my mother piercing my ears.”

“Have you never seen an episode of CSI?” Caroline asked. “A single strand of hair is enough for DNA testing.”

“I’m not pulling out my hair,” Joy said, and before she could say another word, Caroline reached over and yanked a hair from her head. “Ow,” Joy screamed. “You’re insane.”

“You know you love me,” Caroline said.

“I do not love you right now,” Joy responded, glaring at Caroline.

“Well, I think it’s a genius idea,” Kurt said. “Let’s find out which one of us is descended from Jesus.”

“Um, I don’t think Jesus had kids in any universe that isn’t The Da Vinci Code,” Joy said.

“So we’re doing this?” I asked, and they all nodded. “I mean, we probably won’t find out anything all that interesting,” I said. “But you never know.”

I yanked a strand of hair from my head and held it in my hand. It was brown and stringy, with a little white tip at the end where it had been attached to my scalp. I stared at the strand of hair with fascination. It was so thin that when the sun hit it, you could barely see it at all. Could this really tell me all about my ancestry?

“You know you didn’t have to pull that hair out of your head,” Kurt said. He was holding his phone in his hand. “I just Googled the company that does the tests and they want a cheek swab.”

With that, I let go of the strand of hair and watched it fly away.





Chapter Three

WHEN THE RESULTS OF MY DNA test arrived on Friday morning, I tore the heavy envelope open like a little kid on Christmas morning. The cover of the binder was white, and big block letters spelled out “THIS IS DARIA ESFANDYAR.” I smiled. I had been trying to figure out who I was for a long time, and now here was a binder that thought it could answer the question for me.

The first few pages of the results were full of fun, seemingly trivial information that I pretty much already knew. Like it said I could digest lactose, which wasn’t exactly a surprise since ice cream is my favorite thing in the entire world. And it said that I’m not among the small percentage of people who are insensitive to caffeine, which was definitely not a surprise since the one time I decided to emulate my parents and have an espresso after dinner, I couldn’t sleep and ended up watching a marathon of Hoarders on TV. The next page of the test said I have a mutation of some gene with a lot of letters and numbers in it that basically enhanced the taste of bitter foods, which is probably why I love eating lemons and limes the way most people eat oranges.

And then I turned to a page with the heading “Ancestry.” On the page was a large gray map with a bunch of areas colored in bright pink. My eyes went to the Middle East first, which was the area I expected to be highlighted, but then my gaze found the other highlighted area on the map, Mexico. I looked to the right, where there was a breakdown of the ancestry: 50 percent Middle Eastern and 50 percent Mexican, which was then traced back to Spanish and Aztec heritage.

My heart started to beat really fast. My head was pounding too, not just at my temples but everywhere, like my brain was working overtime to process this disorienting information.

If half of my ancestry was Middle Eastern and the other half was Mexican, that basically meant one of my parents wasn’t really my parent. For a brief moment, I thought this explained everything. It explained why my mother and I were so different. It explained why she thought I was an alien child. But then it hit me that the much more likely scenario would’ve been for Sheila to be my mother. She was the one who was pregnant, right? Maybe she had an affair with some random man and hid it from Baba, and all these years he never even suspected that I wasn’t really his flesh and blood. When I thought about Baba finding out the truth, my heart broke for him.

I Googled the company that did my test, and there were lots of really bad reviews for it all over the internet, including a case where they mixed up a bunch of people’s results.

I slowly let out the breath I was holding. It was obviously a mistake.

Besides the drama of my mysterious DNA, I had enough to worry about leading into the holidays. My nanny, Lala, was leaving our house and going to live with my brother, Amir; his husband, Andrew; and their soon-to-be-born daughter. I know, it’s weird that I was fifteen and had a nanny. It’s not like she needed to take care of me anymore. But she had been living with us since I was born, and my parents promised her (and me) that she could keep her job as long as she wanted it. Lala was the one who watched Pitch Perfect with me fifty-three times while my parents were playing cards. She was the one who taught me how to make cupcakes. She was the one who taught me how to speak Spanish, and listened to me talk about the crush I had on Ebon Buchbinder in the fourth grade, and helped me sew my Halloween costumes. She was the one who listened to all my stories. Watching her pack up her room was so sad, and all that much harder given how pissed I was at Sheila for sending out a digital save-the-date to the sweet sixteen party I didn’t want to have.

“How could you plan a party for me after we agreed not to have one?” I asked Sheila. We were both standing in Lala’s room, which was almost entirely boxed up.

“I had a great idea for a venue, and they only had one date available. If I hadn’t booked it, we could’ve lost it,” Sheila argued.

“And how could you invite the Nose Jobs to my party when you know how awful they are to me?” I continued.

“That name is not nice,” Sheila said, rubbing her perfect nose. And that’s when it struck me that my mother was a Nose Job.

“Well, I’m not trying to be nice,” I said. “I’m trying to be real.”

Lala approached the heated scene gently. “Daria, don’t speak to your mother like that.”

I turned to Lala and told her in Spanish that my mother deserved it. Sheila hated it when Lala and I spoke Spanish because she couldn’t understand us. She always said it was impolite to speak a language people didn’t understand, but I knew this wasn’t the real reason because she herself spoke Farsi in front of my friends, or Andrew, or Lala, all the time. The truth was that she hated feeling left out. She hated that Lala and I had a language of our own that she didn’t have access to. But here’s the funny thing: my mother, being an enigmatic and contradictory puzzle in human form, had insisted that Lala teach me Spanish. In fact, I remember Sheila admonishing Lala for speaking to me in English when I was a kid. “Spanish,” Sheila would tell her. “It
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