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Praise for The Unexpected CEO

“This book reveals how the most underestimated among us can become the most transformative. The Unexpected CEO tells not only a story of survival and success, but a powerful case for human potential.”

—Mrs. Cherie Blair

“Shirin’s story is so inspiring. It reminds us that the people who overcome adversity are often capable of the most extraordinary things. She went from political exile and trauma to becoming a billion-dollar CEO—and never lost her deep empathy or her commitment to service. This memoir is a gift to anyone striving to live with courage and compassion.”

—Lawrence R. Armstrong, Chairman, Ware Malcomb; Vice Chair, Orange County United Way; and New York Times Bestselling Author, Layered Leadership

“I met Shirin in the business world numerous years ago and selfishly kept her in my personal orbit ever since. Her strength of character in facing adversity, passion in helping others to achieve their visions, and commitment to chosen family are among the many attributes making her an inspiring role model in every aspect of her life. Often painfully real and always profoundly impactful, The Unexpected CEO is a deeply moving memoir highlighting the opportunity to be found in hardship and the ultimate reward in uplifting others. A must-read for personal and professional growth.”

—Kath Carter, former Global Strategy and Transactions Partner—Markets, Business Development and Talent, EY

“Shirin’s leadership journey—from bulletproof glass to the boardroom—shows that deeply empathic, values-driven leadership isn’t just possible, it’s profitable. Her focus on trust, culture, integrity, and people development isn’t a detour from performance—it’s the path to it. For current and aspiring leaders, Shirin challenges outdated models of power and sets a new, more humane standard—one that today’s workforce demands and future generations will expect by default.”

—Tal Goldhamer, former Partner, Chief Learning Officer, EY Americas

“Shirin’s story is beyond inspirational. Having faced huge personal and business challenges, she shows us that by staying focused on the positive and on our goals, we can accomplish anything and achieve great success while retaining integrity, compassion and grace. Shirin, thank you for helping us all be better people.”

—Susan B. Parks, President and CEO, Orange County United Way

“This book is more than inspiration—it’s a guide to unlocking your own resilience. Readers will learn what it takes to face fear, reframe failure, and rise through purpose. Shirin Behzadi’s story is fuel for anyone ready to rewrite their own.”

—Betsy Schwartz, National Mental Health Leader and Advocate
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To my father,

Whose boundless love became the soil where my confidence grew,

Whose quiet strength and unwavering integrity lit my path,

Whose passion for words became my own,

And whose spirit walks beside me, whispering wisdom and love.

This book is dedicated to you, Behzad Behzadi, my baba.




Contents

Foreword by Les Brown

Words from the Family

Introduction: Learning to Walk Again

PART ONE

Love, Family, and Exile

Chapter One: From Astara to Tehran—One Family’s Journey

Chapter Two: Taking to School

Chapter Three: The Five Walnut Trees of Jaujrood

Chapter Four: No One Is Safe

Chapter Five: School Days

Chapter Six: Arrested and Kicked Out

Chapter Seven: War Comes Home

Chapter Eight: The Gathering Storm

Chapter Nine: Leaving Iran

Chapter Ten: Alone in Istanbul

PART TWO

The United States

Chapter Eleven: All-Night Gas Station Attendant

Chapter Twelve: Finding My Way

Chapter Thirteen: A Place of My Own

Chapter Fourteen: Discovering My Vision and Upholding My Values

Chapter Fifteen: If You Don’t Have a Solution, Redefine the Problem

Chapter Sixteen: Losing Rozita

Chapter Seventeen: Motherhood

Chapter Eighteen: Next Crossroads

Chapter Nineteen: Here Comes Sara

PART THREE

Success

Chapter Twenty: Navigating Naysayers and Building Value

Chapter Twenty-One: Growing the Company

Chapter Twenty-Two: Secret Sauce

Chapter Twenty-Three: Overdrive

Chapter Twenty-Four: New Franchise System

Chapter Twenty-Five: Great Recession and Great Pain

Chapter Twenty-Six: Feel the Fear but Don’t Be Afraid

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Bobby

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Through Death and Back Again

Chapter Twenty-Nine: Cracks Starting to Show

Chapter Thirty: Time to Sell

Chapter Thirty-One: Love

Chapter Thirty-Two: Steering to a Sale

PART FOUR

Becoming a CEO and Making Empathic Change a Reality

Chapter Thirty-Three: CEO Years

Chapter Thirty-Four: Brand Vision

Chapter Thirty-Five: Inside Out: The Strategic Path from Vision to Execution

Chapter Thirty-Six: How We Changed Everything

Chapter Thirty-Seven: New Operations

Chapter Thirty-Eight: New Culture

Chapter Thirty-Nine: New Company

Chapter Forty: Exit

Chapter Forty-One: Yes, I Did

Acknowledgments




Foreword

THERE ARE STORIES THAT INSPIRE YOU to leave your comfort zone, and then there are stories that will transform your life.

Shirin Behzadi’s journey is one of those rare, remarkable stories. A story that dares you to dream bigger, rise higher, and believe that no starting point—no matter how humble or hard—can limit the destiny of someone who is fiercely committed to their calling.

From arriving in the United States as a teenager without her parents, with no money, no safety net, and no blueprint for success . . . to rising as the CEO of a billion-dollar company, Shirin’s life answers one of the most profound questions in leadership: Are leaders born, or are they made?

Her story whispers both.

Born with an unshakable core of courage and character—nurtured by the loving example of her father, a community leader and entrepreneur—Shirin began shaping her destiny with her toy desk that she placed next to his. That quiet apprenticeship became the soil where her bold vision was planted. Even when the world around her said, “No,” her father said, “Go.”

She went. She dared. She did.

Along the way, she redefined what’s possible—not just for herself, but for every young girl who has ever been told to stay silent . . . for every outsider who has felt unseen . . . and for every dreamer who’s ever been laughed at for believing in more.

The Unexpected CEO is not just a book. It’s a blueprint for resilience. A testimony of tenacity. A love letter to courage. And a beacon for all who know that the odds may be stacked—but they are never final.

Shirin is no longer just the girl behind a bulletproof shield at the gas station counter. She’s now a global leader, philanthropist, board advisor, and powerhouse voice in boardrooms and beyond. But what makes her truly unforgettable is not just the billion-dollar success she built—it’s the billion-watt light she carries, igniting hope and possibility in all who read her books or hear her speak.

As you turn these pages, prepare to be transformed. But more importantly—prepare to step into your greatness. Because if she could do it . . . so can you.

Let Shirin’s story awaken the unexpected CEO inside of you.

—Les Brown

Author, speaker, global influencer




Words from the Family

SARA MADANI (daughter)

My mom is the most incredible mother I could have ever dreamed of: nurturing, supportive, unconditionally loving, wise, trustworthy—the list goes on.

But my mom is so much more than just a mother. She is a powerhouse: a businesswoman, leader, entrepreneur, public speaker, author, magazine cover girl, award recipient, and more.

Yet, when I think of her, one word comes to mind: Mom.

It’s funny, but when I call her for life advice on a random Tuesday afternoon, when I come home crying after a tough day and fall into her arms, when I ask for her opinion on an outfit before an event, or when I just need her to show me the way, the successful entrepreneur and business mogul fade from my mind. In those moments, she’s simply my mom—always there with a never-ending well of love and wisdom.

And that’s intentional. It speaks volumes about the person she is and how she chooses to live her life—with an unwavering commitment to her morals and a clear vision of the impact she wants to have on the world and her loved ones. Throughout her many achievements, both personally and professionally, she leads with good intentions, always guided by what is right and who she wants to be. She has no ego, nor does she define herself solely by her accomplishments. Instead, she uses her success and resilience to be a present mother, a global citizen, and a reliable friend, daughter, and sister.

Everything my mom has done—whether it’s rising from the ashes after a difficult period or closing a multimillion-dollar business deal—has been in pursuit of bringing good to the world and those around her, including me.

As you’ll see in this book, my mom has faced unbelievable trials and tribulations. Yet she doesn’t let those experiences make her bitter or angry. Instead, she uses them to become more resilient, more empathetic, and more present—always leading with her morals.

You’ll also learn that my mom has achieved extraordinary professional and financial success in the face of it all. But it’s important to remember as you read: my mom uses her self-made status not to boast but to inspire and connect with others, to bring opportunity to our family, and to be a beacon of representation for those who need it.

My mom’s actions are always driven by her desire to bring positivity and light to the world. How she’s managed to accomplish so much and still be so deeply rooted in her role as mom is a beautiful, selfless feat. I encourage you to turn these pages with trust in your heart, knowing you’re reading the words of someone who is incredibly well intentioned, loving, and wise. Let her experiences guide you and inspire you to believe in yourself. I’ve had the privilege of having her wisdom my whole life, and I’m so grateful that through this book, you get to experience it too.

SAM MADANI (son)

When my mom agreed to write her book, I was ecstatic.

For years, everyone in her life has been asking her to publicly share her story. And for years, she repeatedly dismissed the idea with a laugh and a wave. She only began to entertain the idea once she realized her story might help others.

When she found out her story made the cover of Forbes in March 2019, I called my mom to congratulate her. Her response shocked me—she genuinely asked, “Is the article good?”

My jaw dropped to the floor. “You’re on the cover of Forbes and you haven’t read the article?!”

I then remembered who I was talking to—this is the same person who finds every opportunity to give credit rather than take credit, the person who wants to uplift everyone around her and help them succeed, the person who goes to the ends of the earth for those she loves without expecting so much as a thank-you.

After the Forbes article came out, strangers began sharing stories with my mom about how her story impacted their lives. That article clearly resonated with people; it helped them find the strength to get through their own adversity, empowered them to start companies, and so much more.

Over time, my mom began to realize that her story could help more people. I soon realized that the reason she kept refusing to write the book is because she thought people were asking her to tell her story for her own sake.

So once my mom became more open-minded about writing her book, my sister and I did research, reached out to our favorite authors, and put together a binder with step-by-step instructions on what it would take to write a book. We gave that to her as a gift, hoping to articulate how much good her book would do in the world. The pitch was successful—she agreed that very day to write this book!

While I’ve learned that it’s impossible to overstate how talented my mom is, I was still floored when I read even the first draft of this book. Her words leapt off the page like they’d been waiting decades to be read. It’s a story of overcoming adversity and developing superhuman resilience, a story of taking control of your life and staying true to your values even when you’re put to the ultimate test.

It’s a story of freedom.

I’m so proud of my mom for not shying away from the ugly details in her story. To call her challenges “hurdles” doesn’t do them justice—they weren’t bumps in the road; they were seismic shifts, and she navigated each one. I know for a fact it wasn’t easy for her to relive those memories as she wrote this book. But like any other type of adversity in her life, she found the positives and did the hard work. She described her journey of becoming an author as a “cathartic experience” because it helped her process the traumas she’s experienced.

When I started my company, the first person I pitched it to was my mom. I know she loves me and wants me to succeed, which is why she’s always my toughest critic. She found fundamental flaws in my last hundred business ideas, but when I pitched her BOMANI, she told me to go for it. It was the most meaningful endorsement I could have asked for.

Since launching my company and asking my mom to be our first advisor, I’ve enjoyed the rewarding, eye-opening experience of being able to work with her and learn from her in a professional capacity. I believe one of my mom’s greatest strengths—if not her greatest strength—is her ability to identify each person’s unique talents and help them develop those talents.

Mentors, managers, and advisors often push you to be their version of what they think you should be; they mold you into their idea of success. Conversely, my mom pushes you to be you, to focus on what you’re naturally good at and develop those talents. This rare approach has proven to be much more effective, and it’s something I aim to emulate in my life as well.

So, as you turn the first page of this book, I hope you take your time and enjoy the journey. It’s a page-turner, to say the least, and I believe that everyone who reads it will find something to take away. Remember—it’s a happy story in the end!

PERZAN IRANI (husband)

From the earliest days of our relationship, I witnessed firsthand Shirin living by her powerful motto: “Doing well by doing good.” It wasn’t just something she said; it was the essence of how she moved through the world, whether interacting with waiters or boardroom executives—everyone received her genuine respect, care, and kindness. That was when I knew I was in the presence of someone truly extraordinary.

Reading Shirin’s story in these pages, I found myself brought to tears numerous times, even though I knew many of the stories intimately. What moved me most was her unwavering perseverance, her ability to hold on to grace and compassion even in the toughest of circumstances, and her authentic desire to see others succeed. Shirin’s journey, shaped by resilience and warmth, affirms my belief in the profound strength and potential for grace that lie at her core—and in each of us.

I watched closely as this book took shape, a passion project crafted in countless afternoons and late-night writing sessions in a corner of our family room. Often, the process surfaced tender emotional states—traumatic memories and difficult moments from her past—that Shirin courageously faced, gradually integrated, and ultimately transformed into sources of strength and inspiration. For Shirin, this meant finding the courage to deeply examine her journey, process it, and ultimately share her powerful experiences in these pages and through her remarkable speaking engagements.

A particular memory that stands out vividly is Shirin’s first public speech at a Women’s Survivorship Conference. Seeing the standing ovation she received, and witnessing the hope, courage, and newfound strength ignited in the audience’s eyes, is a moment permanently etched into my memory. Her story, her presence, and her words have the power to transform lives, including mine.

What readers must understand is that Shirin’s genuine concern for others is not a performance—it is fundamentally who she is. Her success as a CEO and as a person stems directly from her authenticity, tenacity, and profound warmth. The challenging path she traveled never hardened her; instead, it solidified her commitment to treating others with unwavering respect and dignity.

No one knows Shirin like I do, and I can honestly say she is exactly who she appears to be, at all times. There is no mask or facade. She is a true companion, partner, confidant, and inspiration.

As you turn these pages, my hope is that Shirin’s absorbing story of courage, kindness, and unwavering integrity will awaken in you not only admiration but also the courage to embrace your own journey with renewed compassion and strength.




Introduction

Learning to Walk Again


As the fog of illness gradually lifted, I found myself with a heightened sense of awareness. I felt like I had awakened. I could see and feel things more clearly than ever before, experiencing a profound sense of enlightenment and inspiration.
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TALKING WAS VERY HARD. My entire face had been broken—twice. My nose was filled with gauze that reached my skull, left in there to seal the hole where surgeons had gone through my nasal passage to remove a large brain tumor. I had a hard time remembering words and, most of the time, enunciating them. As others talked, I was mostly an observer. This experience changed my view altogether. It’s incredible how much one can learn about others by listening and observing.

After the brain surgery, I needed to learn to walk again. I decided that after I mastered walking around the coffee table, I would try to make my way down the hallway. And then, maybe someday, I could walk up the stairs.

Every two weeks, it was back to St. John’s Hospital in Santa Monica for cleaning and vacuuming my nose. A lineup of nurses and medical students stood and watched as Dr. Carrau inserted instruments up my nose and behind my skull. He would cut and clean, and the horrified look on the faces of the audience made me feel even more nauseous than I already felt.

After an entire month of having a fever, the doctors finally decided to take the gauze out of my skull. I didn’t know that there was not one, but several pieces, of gauze packed inside, many of them the size of tangerines . . . and that they would have to be pulled out of my nostrils while I was awake—one by one! The pain was unreal. But once they were out, my fever broke at last.

The crisis began when I was hit one morning with devastating symptoms. I went to the hospital, where my tumor was eventually discovered. After consulting a few surgeons, I found a doctor I trusted who would remove the brain tumor through my septum.

I was still recovering from this long and challenging surgery when the doctors discovered I had lost most of the spinal fluid in my skull. I was in agony, with pain and fever, and I faced sudden death—that much loss of spinal fluid would normally halt one’s breathing. As my doctors rushed me to emergency surgery, it became clear that there was little hope of survival. Miraculously, the leak was repaired, but because of this setback, I faced an even tougher recovery journey: I had lost my balance and ability to walk. Regaining mobility and fitness played out over many years, as I will share later in this book.

As my doctor said as I began physical therapy, “You heal by moving.”

The truth in those words would be revealed as time went on.

________

Trauma is your history; it’s not your destiny. Adversity is an opportunity to learn. Rumi says a wound is where the light comes through, and there’s truth to that.

Once I had recovered, this book became inevitable. I wrote it because it was already written. It’s almost as if I’m writing down the story that has long existed, but needed to be told.

I wrote to share the wisdom of what I’ve learned from that child, that young girl, that woman who lived through so much adversity and trauma and yet maintained her principles and optimism. I felt compelled to give her a voice because, though many tried to silence her along the way, she found her way to build an amazing life. I believe it’s my duty, my obligation, to impart the principles and foundations of transforming adversity into success that I’ve learned through experience. I want to encourage others to find their way to the life they want to build, no matter where they are starting from or how many obstacles they face.

I wrote because I wanted leaders in our communities to see how allowing each person to blossom is the right thing to do—and it’s good business too. The displaced, discounted, poor woman I once was went on to make hundreds of millions of dollars for those who put their trust in her. I wrote so that people can find pieces of themselves in the many challenges and obstacles I faced, and so that they, too, can grow through them.

This is a book about hope. A book to teach through storytelling that it’s possible to find your way out and build what you want . . . and that there are some basic principles one can apply to accomplish this.

This is also a book about business success, from leadership to raising capital to communications to change management. I’ve learned that building and growing companies requires following principles similar to those followed when building a meaningful life. The lessons in this book are relevant to both.

I hope this book inspires and clarifies foundational steps toward your vision. I hope you find what resonates with your life and how you can build resilience.

________

I have three stories to share, a sampling of the many that encourage my writing.

The first is of a family that had recently come to the United States and tracked me down at an event. The mother had been following me for a couple of years, and every time she felt demoralized, she would read my posts and reread my story. She found inspiration in my life’s arc, and it helped her family establish their lives in the United States. Even today, as they continue to face obstacles, they go back to my story for strength. The mother explained that she would often tell herself, “If she did it, so can I.” We were all emotional, and I told them that they are this story’s true heroes.

The second story comes from when I had to undergo an ultrasound. When I laid down on the bed, the ultrasound technician said, “I’m sorry if this makes you uncomfortable. But I have to tell you something. I know you.”

I looked at her, puzzled. I couldn’t place her.

“I mean, you don’t know me. But I know you.” She told me she had seen an article written about my life in a local magazine. After she read the article, she was inspired to make changes in her life. Until then, she had been a bit lost and working odd jobs. The article had inspired her to pursue becoming an ultrasound specialist! She had put her past behind her, and here she was—full circle—as my ultrasound technician. It was fantastic.

The third story involves an awards event I attended. I hadn’t expected to win anything, but I did. As I got onstage to give a speech, I talked about my life story. When I returned to my table, an older white gentleman was crying. He told me a bit of his story, and I realized that sharing my own story had the power to encourage the most unlikely people to share their own.

These stories started long before my overnight shifts behind bulletproof glass as a gas station attendant in Los Angeles. They started where all stories start—with the days of childhood. My life began in Iran with a loving clan, a village in the north, and then a move to Tehran. These were the years before the revolution and the ayatollahs, an Iran we have not seen since.

Shall we go there?




PART ONE

Love, Family, and Exile




CHAPTER ONE

From Astara to Tehran—One Family’s Journey


So that I would do my part in reducing the burden on my parents and family, I decided very early on to become competent. I guess you could say that I chose to become the CEO of my own life!
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IT WAS A WARM, SUNNY SPRING DAY. I was a five-year-old with my long brown hair in a ponytail, happily holding my dad’s hand. We walked in the park and practiced my times tables. My father, tall and with kind blue eyes, looked down at me with his warm smile and asked me multiplication questions.

“What’s three times five?”

I bounced in my steps, giggling with joy at spending the afternoon with my dad. I was even more excited to show off how well I knew my times tables.

“Fifteen,” I responded quickly.

“Hoorah. Well done!” He beamed at me with admiration.

My dad was my idol. He was kind, genuine, intelligent, and loving. I was the youngest of five children, with one brother and three sisters. My brother was the oldest—twelve years older than me. The rest were close in age to each other. Although I was only four years younger than my sister before me, I often felt like an only child. None of my siblings played with me; I was too young and too small for them. So by the time I was five, all my siblings would be at school during the day, and I would stay home with my mom. She was a kind person with special talents in singing, cooking, and poetry. I liked being home with her.

As was customary in those days, my dad often came home for lunch. Anticipating his arrival, I would put on my shiny new red boots, run to the kitchen, and pour a tall glass of water with no ice. I would carefully place it on a plate on top of a clean napkin. I would then run back and hide behind the front door as I heard his car. As soon as he opened the door, I would jump out.

“Surprise!” I would scream, laughing.

“Whoa!” He would jump up as he pretended to be startled. It never failed. He was always surprised.

I’d then run back and bring the water on the nice plate. He would drink it, thank me, and compliment me on something: my careful attention to not spilling the water, my choice of glass, or my thoughful placement of the napkin.

Some days, he would encourage me to play music and do my special dance, which required footwork in my shiny red boots. I wasn’t a skilled dancer. But he would make me feel like one.

“Bah Bah (loosely means “Well, well”). What a wonderful dancer you are!”

That was his superpower: his ability to find the good in people and connect with them by acknowledging their goodness. He found ways to point out even the smallest positive he could find in others.

Although he had a busy life providing for five children and running a company, he did his best to find time to spend with me. It wasn’t always easy, and it wasn’t nearly as much as I would have liked. But when he did, it was magical. One of my earliest memories is of how he would hold my hand and have me put my feet on top of his as I faced him. He would then dance with me as I stood on his feet. He had little rhythm but lots of heart. Those dances are etched in my memory.

My dad, Behzad Behzadi, grew up in a large family with seven living siblings, in northern Iran in a city close to the border with the Soviet Union. The name of his city was Astara, which means “star.” His father, Pasha Behzadi, was the mayor of the city and had founded the first school for girls in that area. They were an intellectual, active, and loving family. Pasha died young at the age of forty-two, leaving his family with the monumental task of creating a life for themselves. Pasha had died trying to do good in the world when he traveled through the thick forests near Astara to negotiate a peace agreement between anti-government revolutionaries and the guards. His goal had been to make sure there was no bloodshed. In that, he was successful, but he caught pneumonia in the process and passed away. Having the courage to stand up for good in the world was a quality that was passed on from him to my dad and then to my generation. These were people who sacrificed to make our world a better place.

After his father’s passing, my dad, who was sixteen at the time, had to find ways to earn a living. He traveled from his home to adjacent cities and looked for work as a teacher. He was exceptional at math, and it paid off—he became a math teacher.

Behzad continued to work and send money back home to his younger siblings and mother in Astara. He lived alone and, while working in the rural areas, ended up contracting malaria. The fever that is the hallmark of malaria comes at the same time every day, like clockwork. Rather than feel defeated, my dad would prepare his sleeping area before the fever struck to get through the fever and deal with it as it came. His tenacity paid off: he did not succumb to malaria. I wonder if that resilience was what I tapped into during my health ordeals. It’s fascinating to learn how trauma travels through generations, and perhaps resilience does too.

As he built his teaching career, my father realized that his best chance for professional growth was to move to the big city of Tehran, the capital of Iran. In fact, in 2024, Tehran had a population of 9.5 million and counting. My father not only dared to move to this city that was new and strange to him, but he also moved his mother and his younger siblings there too. Although they were Iranian, my dad’s family was from a region of Iran that did not speak the state language, Farsi.

Iran emerged from the Persian Empire, which expanded from India to parts of Europe. For centuries, the Persian Empire was the superpower in the world. As a result, it included many ethnicities and languages. Contemporary Iran comprises regions that speak languages vastly different from Farsi. The language my dad’s family spoke was Azerbaijani, which is close to Turkish. Looking back, it’s clear that my dad and his family didn’t simply move from one city to another within Iran; they migrated from one part of the world to another. They had to learn the language and how things were done in this new place—a skill I would also learn when I immigrated from Iran to the United States.

________

Before he could move his family to Tehran, my dad moved by himself. He found an apartment to rent through a friend he had met a while back. His friend was a smart, funny, and politically active person. He was married to a beautiful, elegant woman, and his younger sister, Heshmat, who hailed from central Iran, lived with them.

Heshmat was petite with lustrous black hair, deep black eyes, and a remarkably fair complexion. Although she was undeniably beautiful, her appearance was a stark contrast to the women from my father’s home region. She was essentially the antithesis of my father in terms of physical attributes. He was tall while she was short. His eyes were light but hers were intensely dark. He had blond hair, whereas hers was black. Despite these differences, they shared the experience of losing their fathers at a young age, and both possessed a keen intellect and insatiable curiosity, which ultimately led them to fall in love.

Heshmat went to school in central Iran. There weren’t many opportunities for higher education, especially for girls, in Heshmat’s hometown. She was born to a young mother and a relatively old father who started his second family after his first wife died. He was a physician by trade and, though he didn’t get to experience it when he was alive, earned many accolades and awards for his dedication, service, and gifted approach to medicine. Unfortunately, he was afflicted with an illness that went undiagnosed at the time but that we now believe was Parkinson’s. His speech and movement deteriorated, but he never lost his passion for helping his patients, for whom he was the only option for care. So, rather than give up, he commissioned my mom to help him communicate with his patients. Heshmat was smart, by all accounts. Though options for education were limited, she took to school like a sponge. She had a fantastic memory and retained what she learned very quickly. It was no wonder that when her dad needed someone to communicate for him, he picked her. Heshmat was not even a teenager then, but she would attend her dad’s visits with patients, and since he couldn’t write due to his condition, she would take notes, write prescriptions, and communicate diagnoses.

When her brother and sister-in-law moved to Tehran, they brought Heshmat with them. The whole family knew how smart she was, and they wanted to give her the best shot at pursuing her education.

My dad met my mom when they were both young. He was ten years older, however. He was friends with her older brother through organizations they had joined. They were intellectuals who sought a better future for people, especially the people of Iran. They wanted freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and freedom to be. They opposed the hierarchal class system that was prevalent and powerful in Iran.

A person would have difficulty moving up the social ladder if they were not from an already affluent and prominent stock. My father and uncle (my mom’s brother) believed this was fundamentally wrong and spoke against it.

My mom and dad shared many of the same points of view in that they believed people from all walks of life deserved the chance to become who they wanted to become. They believed that the arbitrary barriers of class made no sense. Their passion for this cause, their shared traumas of losing their fathers at a young age, and migrating to Tehran bonded them. This was a bond that was sealed many years before my birth and lasted until my father’s passing fifty-five years later.

________

“It’s a girl!” my dad cheerfully told my brother and three sisters.

I entered the busy world of a household of five children with still relatively young parents. My mom worked until child number four. My dad had moved on from teaching to working at an insurance company and was moving up rapidly because of his exceptional talent and competence. He had also studied law and earned his Juris Doctor. To say that my parents had worked hard to this point is an understatement. Although Dad maintained his passion for equality and freedom, he’d lost his taste for politics and anyone who made lofty claims of being a freedom fighter. He had learned that, as a citizen, it is hard to truly understand the power dynamics of a government. His conclusion and how he lived his life from that point on was to be truthful, empathetic, and just, and to contribute to the well-being of others by being a productive member of society. This mindset, coupled with his exceptional intelligence and competence, put him on the fast track to success.

Having moved up very quickly through the ranks at the insurance company, my dad was noticed and recruited by a company in the business of warehousing. As imports and exports entered and left Iran, goods would have to be warehoused for inspection. The company that recruited my father in the late sixties owned a few of these warehouses and employed ninety employees. During his nine-year tenure at the company, my dad expanded it to tens of locations around the country and employed 10,000 workers and corporate employees. He was one of the founders of the International Association of Warehousing—a feat, since Iran was one of the few non-Western countries represented in the association.

I was born into a crowded family on its way to financial affluence. Not only was my dad successful, but through his recommendations, his brothers also earned prominent roles in banking and insurance in Iran. The Behzadis had arrived!

But there was a cost to all of this. My parents, their families, and our young family had endured significant challenges. I was number five in a busy family that had survived years of trauma.

For most of my infancy and young childhood, I felt the weight of all those experiences, though I had no conscious awareness of it. I also learned that growing up in a busy home as the last child of immigrant parents who had overcome so much adversity meant that I had to make do with divided attention and fragmented attachment. To do my part in reducing the burden on my parents and family, I decided very early on to become competent. I became hypervigilant as to people’s emotions and took care of others—even those many years older than me. I guess you could say that I chose to become the CEO of my own life! It wasn’t an easy entry, but how I chose to react to it and to embrace it left its mark on who I became. Some traits turned into strengths and others into patterns I would have to overcome. But, in spite of it all, the foundation of love was there to carry me through.




CHAPTER TWO

Taking to School


Although my exposure to the arts and creative projects was limited, their existence in a time and a society that didn’t embrace their significance . . . influenced my creative thinking, future business skills, and self-confidence.



“SHE’S SMART, VERY SMART,” my father told one of his friends.

“How can you tell? How old is she?” his friend asked.

“Three.”

Average three-year-olds can run and jump, feed themselves using a spoon, and climb stairs alone. They’re beginning to be aware of themselves and their bodies and minds. I’m not sure what my father or his friend saw in me at that age, but there must have been something.

“I’m telling you, she is brilliant,” my father told this colleague. His pride in me showed through his passion and desire that I get the best opportunities for learning.

In time, the friend came by the house, and we met. Maybe he figured that since I came from smart, accomplished parents, I really was as smart as my father insisted. After meeting me, asking me questions, and talking for a while, he told my father he agreed. “Yes, she’s really smart.”

Of all his children, my father’s friends and family said I was indeed the most like him. The admiration was mutual. He had a little desk in the basement office where I would sit and draw while he worked. I didn’t know how to read or write yet. He would work long into the night, but he would still find time to walk with me and teach me. Later on, he even signed up to be a member of our version of the Parent Teacher Association (PTA, or the Association of Home and School in Farsi), something almost no fathers did then.

He was an intellectual, encouraging my sisters and me to speak our minds; we weren’t any less than anyone else. We mattered. He treated us that way. It’s no surprise that he was the one who, very early on, decided that I was gifted and looked for a school that was the right fit for me.

Shortly after I turned five, I was taken to a school for more testing. I was accepted and started my education at this new alternative, state-run pilot school. Iranian schools were always strongly academic. What made this school different was its focus on educating gifted children in both academics and the creative arts, though the latter were limited and only a pilot program. In addition to a rigorous academic program, the school offered classes ranging from the arts, theater, and music to hands-on lab experiments. It was an elementary school with just a few students—not radical in today’s world, but certainly so for its time.

I was one of the first students to ever attend the school, so there was no existing culture into which to assimilate. We created what we could in the way of culture but were still restricted by society’s norms.

Being in a new school meant that I was placed in a small group of fewer than twenty students. We not only grew up together, but we also worked, played, created, and formed strong and intensely close bonds. This closeness and learning to work, collaborate, and create with others of like minds and creativity taught me some of the soft social skills I would use later in life and business.

The rigorous academic demands remained front and center in every grade. Although the exposure to the creative aspects—the music, the plays, and the access to creative thought—was limited, their very existence in a time and a society that didn’t embrace their significance was, to me, the magic of the school. My time there, the education I received, and the relationships I formed significantly influenced my creative thinking, future business skills, and self-confidence.

These things may have lain dormant for a while when I was a teenager, but they flourished later in America as I entered the workforce and began to shape my vision for myself. In second grade, my music teacher decided to form a choir. I was all in! I remember standing proudly in the second row with about two dozen girls and boys from various grade levels. I basked in the joy of singing and creating harmony with my friends. The girls wore starched, white button-down tops and navy A-line skirts. The boys had complementary white shirts and neatly ironed blue slacks. Our coordinated uniforms matched our well-coordinated sound.

My passion for performance and public speaking was born in that school. I developed a love of performing, talking, and speaking before audiences of all kinds and ages. Little did I know the degree to which performance and music would become vital in my life.

________

Even at our special school, the ability to pursue performance and public speaking was relatively limited. Society engulfed us with messages that were counter to “showing up.” This was especially true for girls. We weren’t taught or encouraged to stand out. In fact, standing out was often viewed as shameful. The narrow opportunities presented to us at our school were, therefore, significant. They opened our minds and hearts to possibilities.

At the age of eight, buoyed by my newfound love of theater and music, I approached my best friend at the time, Azin, with what would become one of my first original creative ventures.

“What do you think about writing a comedy play and performing it?” I asked.

She smiled at me and said, “Do you think the school will let us? It isn’t science or math.”

“Do you think they care?” I asked.

There was only one way to find out. In the Iranian academic world of math and rigor, spending time on writing plays and practicing them was just not done. But we ignored academic tradition to create something different and exciting. We went to work focusing on the success of what we were doing, not dwelling on the possibilities of failure.

We completed the first draft of our play some time later. Then, we walked into the principal’s office and asked to talk to her. I clearly remember my sweaty little hands trembling as I handed her our script. We were nervous but well prepared. We had already made the rounds in the class, recruiting the actors we would need. We just needed her permission.

To our surprise, she loved the idea.

“I love your initiative! We’ve never had student-created plays at school. I love it . . . let’s do it!” she said with a smile. Her years of pursuing her doctorate in education, built on her firm belief that children learn best by being exposed to various ways of learning, had yielded fruit—in the shape of a comedy routine written and acted out by eight-year-olds.

Not only did she support the endeavor, but she also invited the entire student body to watch us when we were ready to perform it.

We were ready after weeks of writing, recruiting our actors, and practicing. Though we didn’t need much room, the school had a large lunchroom that could fit more than a hundred people. At the end of this room was a stage with curtains, used when the student body would gather to hear speeches or announcements from the principals. It was also the place where families could attend and watch the choir perform. This was going to be the setting for our theatrical
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