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			PRAISE FOR THE RUMI PRESCRIPTION

			“The Rumi Prescription is a testament to the healing power of art and its ability to bring peace to our battered souls. Sometimes the cure we need is not a pill, but a poem.”

			—Firoozeh Dumas, New York Times–bestselling author of Funny in Farsi

			“As a lover of beautiful sentences and a secret self-help addict, I gobbled up this groundbreaking book, relishing the language, the wisdom, and the vivid and moving portrait of a father and daughter. Whether you read it for its fine translations of Rumi, its engrossing story, or as a practical guide for self-care, please give yourself the gift of reading The Rumi Prescription.”

			—David Gessner, New York Times–bestselling author of All the Wild That Remains and The Tarball Chronicles

			“Melody Moezzi takes Rumi down from a dusty bookshelf, breathes life into his ancient wisdom, and makes him our guide through common contemporary struggles: anger, anxiety, distraction, and more. The Rumi Prescription translates the wisdom of a medieval mystic into the voice of a wise, honest, irreverent friend who tells us what we most need to hear.”

			—Krista Bremer, author of My Accidental Jihad and A Tender Struggle

			“A stunning memoir. Melody Moezzi merges medieval poetry with modern drama, exploring love, politics, and mental health. Original translations of Rumi’s poems are interspersed with ruminations on fatherhood, feminism, and self-care, offering insights that will change your life. I wish I could prescribe this memoir.”

			—Dr. Seema Yasmin, MD, author of Muslim Women Are Everything: Stereotype-Shattering Stories of Courage, Inspiration, and Adventure

			“This book enlightened, delighted, and actively helped me. It’s a love letter sent across centuries, from one artist to another—and decades, from a daughter to her father—and in the here and now, from a writer to her readers. The Rumi Prescription is the sweetest medicine I’ve ever taken.”

			—Nina de Gramont, author of The Last September

			“The Rumi Prescription is a joy to read.”

			—Ellen Forney, New York Times–bestselling author of Marbles: Mania, Depression, Michelangelo, and Me

			“[The Rumi Prescription] could shatter a variety of prejudices and stereotypes. . . . A heartening narrative of family, transformation, and courage.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			PRAISE FOR HALDOL AND HYACINTHS

			“Whipsmart but whimsical . . . Moezzi’s fierce honesty and comic self-deprecation bind together winningly.”

			—The Boston Globe

			“Blistering, brash and irreverent . . . [Moezzi’s] courageous postcard from the edge can’t come too soon.”

			—The Atlanta Journal Constitution

			“A bold, courageous book by a woman who transforms mental illness into an occasion for activism.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Melody Moezzi is an amazing writer, sharp and witty and very funny, describing life as a young Iranian woman raised by her family in the American Midwest, balancing those two sides of her world and cultures in a pre- and post-9/11 world.”

			—Book Riot
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			In the name of God, Most Gracious, Most Merciful

		

	
		
			
			To Baba Ahmad,
for always being my ham-del,
even if we haven’t always been ham-zaban
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			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			
				Better to be of the same heart than of the same tongue.

				—Rumi*

			

			My mother named me Melody after a song by Bobby Vinton. It’s called “My Melody of Love,” and it’s bad. Really bad. But my Persian mother was a big fan of “the Polish Prince,” and the bilingual pop-meets-polka chorus is so admittedly catchy that unless you’re aching for an earworm, I highly advise you not to Google it. Still, in 1979, my mom loved that song just as much as she loved the fact that “Melody” means the same thing in both Persian and English.

			My father, on the other hand, wanted to name me Maryam, in honor of the Virgin Mary. But he was still in Tehran, working as an obstetrician delivering other people’s babies, while my mom had already fled on account of Iran’s brewing so-called Islamic Revolution. After her cushy job as a pathologist peering through microscopes in the hospital basement morphed into a decidedly more dangerous one as a makeshift trauma surgeon tending to bullet wounds in the emergency room, my parents got scared. Six months pregnant, my mom swiftly embarked on an American “vacation,” so that I could be born here. My father stayed behind to gauge whether we might still have a future in Iran. I, ever impatient and perhaps taking a cue from my mother, proceeded to flee the womb shortly after we arrived in the States—nearly two months early, fully developed, and sporting a plush Persian head of hair. So it was that halfway across the world, my mother easily won the name debate, and I became Melody, not Maryam.

			Ever since, I’ve been blessed with an intense appreciation for music and cursed with a staggering lack of talent for it. Years of violin and piano lessons proved this definitively. But neither my atrocious sight-reading nor my dreadful recital performances did anything to curtail my love of music—for you need not compose, create, or even read a melody to revel in it. That’s the magic of music. It needs no translation. Words, however, do.

			While musicians can transcend language, writers are bound by it. Think of all the cheesy lyrics we tolerate and even enjoy in love songs that would induce vomiting if they ever appeared in a book of poetry minus the music. I expect that even the brilliant Beyoncé and Jay-Z know that the real genius behind a song like “Crazy in Love” isn’t in the bizarre bridge (Uh oh, uh oh, uh oh, oh, no, no . . .) or the captivating chorus (Got me lookin’ so crazy right now . . .), but in the notes.

			Eight centuries ago and thousands of miles away, the great Persian mystic poet and Islamic scholar Molana Jalaloddin Muhammad Balkhi Rumi knew this too. For while Rumi’s verse is made up entirely of words, it’s more than that. In Persian, also known as Farsi, the word for poem—“shehr”*—means “song” as well. By no coincidence, Rumi’s classical Persian verse isn’t meant to be read while sitting, but rather sung while spinning. For this is how Rumi composed his mystical poetry, whirling and rhyming ecstatically. The miracle here is that this verse isn’t just good; it’s extraordinary—which is why it has been translated into every major language on earth. It’s also why Rumi has become so wildly popular around the world today—especially in America,* where he is often identified as the bestselling poet in the country and has arguably earned the highest seal of approval from American pop culture, as Bey and Jay have now named a daughter after him.

			There is a reason Rumi’s poetry has survived so long and reached so far. His rhymes honor the sublime power of music, begging to be sung, despite and because of the fact that his verse is so exquisite that it stands alone. Even without music and in translation, Rumi’s words resonate across time and space, speaking to the unifying force within all of us that transcends language, culture, race, and religion. Herein rests Rumi’s notion of “the Beloved,” known by countless different names—God, Truth, Light, Nature, Beauty, and the Universe, to name just a few—but sharing a common essence inextricably rooted in love. As such, the Beloved is not a passion we ought to pursue, but a sacred inheritance that lives within each of us, that connects us, and that—if we let it—wakes us up.

			This book is the story of how—with the help of my father and Rumi—I woke up. Along the way, I faced all of the diagnoses and applied all of the prescriptions that follow, which is why I’ve organized the chapters largely chronologically and in the order of every diagnosis (Dx) and prescription (Rx) that propelled my journey forward. I still encounter each of these diagnoses daily, for wanting, isolation, haste, depression, distraction, anxiety, anger, fear, disappointment, and pride are all inherent to the human condition. But thanks to Rumi’s poetic prescriptions and my father’s patience in dispensing them, I finally feel up to the task. In fact, I welcome it. My hope is that this book will help you do the same. Not in the same way or through the same path, but in your way and through your path.

			Whether you are a Rumi expert or never heard of him before picking up this book doesn’t matter. The only prerequisite here is love. That said, because Rumi and I are writers, we are both enamored of and limited by words—and therefore subject to all the wonders and dangers of translation. Rumi wrote almost exclusively in Persian, while I write almost exclusively in English. Worse yet, the classical Persian of Rumi’s verse is to contemporary Persian roughly what the Elizabethan English of Shakespeare’s verse is to contemporary English. In other words, it’s way different.

			And though Farsi was my first language, it’s not the one I know best. Growing up in Dayton, Ohio, I spoke predominantly Fanglish at home and English at school. And lest anyone dis Dayton as some backward provincial town, you should know that we had a sizable Iranian-American community, ensuring that I was never the only Iranian kid at school. So please set any “flyover state” stereotypes aside, because the problem with flying over us is that you never get to know us. And for the record, this applies equally to Ohio (go Buckeyes!) as to Iran (go Team Melli!*).

			All this to say, thanks to my parents, Dayton’s tight-knit Iranian-American community, weekly Persian lessons, and plenty of summers in Tehran, I speak Farsi—just not nearly as well as I’d like. While I can read and write the language, I do so abysmally and at a glacial pace. And even after five years of intentional study for this book and a lifetime of inadvertent study as the daughter of two proud Persian parents—including a relentless Rumi reciter as a father and a persistent Persian-lesson planner as a mother—my language skills remain deeply lacking.

			My father, by contrast, is fluent in both modern Farsi and Rumi’s medieval variety, which he has been singing to me since I was a kid. Translating whenever necessary, he raised me on a steady diet of Rumi. All the while, I knew these verses were my inheritance. Yet it took me more than thirty years to claim it. Rumi’s poetry is epic and untranslatable: full of allegory, commentary, wordplay, and copious literary and Quranic allusions that routinely went over my head growing up and often still do. For most of my life, the idea that someone like me—with my fourth-grade Farsi reading level—could even begin to translate Rumi seemed laughable, not to mention irresponsible. But two visionaries inspired me to approach the task with all the love, courage, humor, and humility it demanded.

			First and foremost, there was my father. He believed in me and promised to help, and he did—a lot. The short translations sprinkled throughout this book represent a tiny sliver of Rumi’s voluminous rhyming couplets, quatrains, and ghazals. Still, translating them was exacting. Some verses took me days, weeks, months, or even years to translate to my relative satisfaction. But I was never alone. Rumi was always there, and more often than not, so was my dad. In fact, all of the translations in this book are by my father, Ahmad Moezzi, and me. He patiently guided me through the Persian of every verse, and I carefully chose which words to use in English. In doing so, I tried to preserve the meaning and musicality of Rumi’s poetry. At times, however, I sacrificed some of the former for the latter or vice versa. While I have undoubtedly failed to do Rumi justice here, please know that any such failures are neither Rumi’s nor my father’s, but mine alone.

			The second sage who emboldened me to begin translating this poetry was Coleman Barks. If you’ve ever encountered Rumi in English before this, then it was likely through Barks’ translations. Both my father and I agree that no one has better captured or spread the spirit of Rumi’s poetry in English than Coleman Barks. What’s more, he doesn’t speak Farsi. Barks’ more soulful and less literal interpretations of Rumi’s verse are based on other translations from the original Persian, most notably R. A. Nicholson’s. For years, I didn’t realize this, because I have a bad habit of skipping introductions and author’s notes. (Yes, I appreciate the irony.) I had always just assumed that translating a work required knowing its original language. Turns out, not necessarily, especially when it comes to Rumi, who adamantly believed that it was better to be of the same heart than of the same tongue. And Coleman Barks is undeniably of Rumi’s same heart. Indeed, Barks’ inspired translations serve as a testament to Rumi’s assertion that sometimes language can be a hindrance to love—so much so that the prolific Persian poet noted that when it comes to love, the pen breaks.

			The combination of my father’s faith in my ability and Barks’ rightful audacity helped set me free. Because the biggest barrier to writing this book wasn’t all the translation, transcription, and transformation that I knew it would require. It was the belief that this poetry, this language, was above and beyond me, that despite speaking Farsi and sharing Rumi’s ancestry, I was still somehow unworthy of his words. Barks’ beautiful translations reminded me that I didn’t need to be an expert in classical Persian to claim my own literary inheritance. For if he could claim it without being or knowing Persian, then surely so could I. I could study my father’s beloved poetry. I could embrace the name my mother gave me. And I could accept that my humanity makes me worthy.

			Nevertheless, as a twenty-first-century Iranian-American who speaks killer Fanglish and decent Farsi, I needed a patient and devoted friend to guide me through Rumi’s incomparable lyrical world, full of powerful prescriptions for even the most seemingly modern human dilemmas. Through his life, my father has always been that friend and guide for me, and through this book, I hope to be the same for you.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			Dx: Wanting

			Rx: Go to the Source
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				Seek the tonic nectar in the bitter sting.

				Go to the source of the source of your spring.

			

			I grew up dodging dead Persian poets. Like stubborn evangelists, they knocked on every door and window of my childhood. My father forever let them in, ensuring their safe trespass on nearly every major and minor life event.

			Were they alive, he would have cleared each entryway upon their arrival, guiding them inside, treating them like royalty, showering them with effusive Persian idioms, equally bizarre and typical expressions evolved over thousands of years of civilization: asking them to step on his eyes upon their arrival, insisting that he was their servant and the dirt beneath their feet during their visit, and bowing profusely with his hands held to his heart while offering to sacrifice himself for them upon their departure.

			Were they solid bones and beating hearts in place of tattered books and ancient rhymes, my father would have happily offered our lyrical ancestors far more than these peculiar perennial pledges of love, esteem, and welcome. Were they still susceptible to hunger, thirst, and fatigue, he would have offered them tea and chickpea cookies; he would have insisted they stay for dinner, and he would have happily prepared the guest room after inviting them to stay for good. If they ever left, he would have held out a Quran for them to kiss and walk beneath and spent hours exchanging well wishes in the foyer, at the doorstep, down the driveway, and at the curb, all before pouring a bowl of water on the ground behind them to ensure safe travels and a speedy return.

			Were they still breathing, this is how my father would have honored his beloved Persian poets. Since they aren’t, he has taken to breathing for them. He recites their words by heart, tonic ancestral anthems, as though our survival depends on them.

			Admittedly, I have not always been so kind to these poets, who—long dead and half a world away—made more appearances in our Ohio home than any living American ever did. But to be fair, my father’s love for Sufi poetry is tough to match.*

			For Ahmad, my father’s first name and the only one by which I’ve ever called him, nothing is more sacred than poetry—specifically, medieval Persian Sufi poetry, and most specifically, Rumi. He recites Rumi’s verse with the same fervor and frequency most people reserve for food, water, and oxygen. By all accounts, he is a tried-and-true Rumi addict, and like most children of addicts, I grew up resenting the object of my father’s addiction. Rumi was an inescapable presence in our midwestern home: the annoying elder who forever tested the limits of my Persian hospitality, challenging my contemporary kitchen Farsi with his antiquated medieval verse, dismissing my American hunger for brevity with his seemingly endless collections of rhyming couplets and quatrains.

			But today, all grown up and painfully clueless about so many things I was sure I’d have figured out by now, I invite Rumi into my life, my home, my heart. Today, I follow my father’s lead as I seek remedies for some of the most common human diagnoses around: wanting, isolation, haste, depression, distraction, anxiety, anger, fear, disappointment, pride, and all of the misery they breed. As I finally take the time to explore Rumi’s poetry with Ahmad, I see how it applies to these pervasive modern maladies and then some.

			I never expected to find twenty-first-century cures in thirteenth-century couplets, but I have. In the process, I have also inherited my father’s Rumi addiction, and through this book, I invite you to do the same. For unlike opiates or amphetamines, Rumi’s poetic prescriptions defy the rules of dosing and tolerance, as they work better when shared, grow stronger with each successive use, and boast zero harmful side effects. They are meant to be applied repeatedly, in groups and in unison, through song and dance whenever possible, beyond superficial worldly divisions toward eternal sacred connections. It is no coincidence, for instance, that this poetry exists in a language relatively free from gender—with no “she” or “he,” no “her” or “him”—for Rumi’s rhymes, like the divine, save no room for petty partitions. Instead, they invite us to tear down our barriers and unite through love:

			
				Love’s nation of origin is separate from all creeds.

				For the lovers, the Beloved comprises all religions and nationalities.

			

			Molana Jalaloddin Muhammad Balkhi Rumi—known simply as Molana (an honorific meaning “our master”) to most Persians—was a renowned thirteenth-century Islamic scholar, jurist, theologian, poet, and mystic. He was born in the Central Asian province of Balkh in 1207 CE and grew up in an era of deep political turmoil packed with modern parallels, full of walls and bans and wars.

			As a result, Rumi spent much of his life traveling extensively throughout the Middle East before settling in Konya, in present-day Turkey and then central Anatolia, formerly part of the Eastern Roman Empire. This accounts for the moniker Rumi, which simply means “Roman” in Persian and Arabic.

			It wasn’t until Rumi was thirty-seven, in the winter of 1244, that he finally met the wandering mystic who became his spiritual guide, Shamsoddin Tabrizi, meaning “the Sun of Faith from Tabriz.” Commonly known as Shams, he was roughly sixty at the time and acted as a friend, mentor, guide, and mirror for Rumi, reflecting the light of the Beloved within the budding poet so that Rumi too could behold that sacred light within himself, humanity, and the world around him.

			In all, Rumi and Shams spent no more than a few years in each other’s company, but during that time, the two developed a singular spiritual bond. Shams disappeared from Konya for good in late 1247 or early 1248, when some speculate he was killed by Rumi’s own jealous followers. Distraught and devastated, Rumi traveled to Damascus to search for Shams several times. All to no avail. Rumi spent the rest of his life longing for Shams’ company, and out of that longing thousands upon thousands of lines of mystical poetry were born. Indeed, so great was the ecstatic love between Rumi and Shams that it sparked Rumi’s transformation from a mere religious scholar into one of the greatest mystic poets of all time.

			Today, more than seven centuries after Rumi’s death, there is no escaping his influence. It is nearly impossible to spend a day walking around any Iranian city, suburb, or village and not hear his echo. Rumi’s words live on in everyday parlance: no matter one’s station, religion, or occupation, everyone in Iran knows at least a handful of Rumi’s poems by heart. They are taught in classrooms as an essential part of the basic curriculum, but more than that, they are learned in homes, cafés, bazaars, parks, and houses of worship.

			No current or former Persian territory is exempt from Rumi’s influence, which extends deep into the diaspora and far beyond. In addition to all the Iranians I know who will adamantly claim Rumi as their own, I have also spoken with Afghans, Tajiks, Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Armenians, Pakistanis, Indians, and others who lay claim to Rumi as well. For while he composed the overwhelming majority of his poetry in Persian, his influence is far from limited to Persians or the Persian-speaking world. Love was indeed his primary religion and nationality, which is why everyone can lay claim to him. That said, for Persians who speak Persian, like me, this medieval mystic poet is nothing short of a persistent and perpetual presence.

			In my case, Rumi followed my family all the way from our Iranian homeland to the American heartland, and within a few short decades, he has become a phenomenon here as well, to the point where this thirteenth-century Persian mystic has now arguably become the bestselling poet in the United States. He has his own misattributed memes and a growing collection of English-language biographies, films, and television specials, not to mention prominent appearances at your cousin’s, brother’s, best friend’s, niece’s, and/or sister’s weddings. He has even achieved a kind of American celebrity status by association, garnering New Age cred courtesy of Deepak Chopra, pop cred courtesy of Madonna, and hip-hop cred courtesy of Beyoncé and Jay-Z. Still, in my father’s eyes, Rumi has yet to gain remotely sufficient recognition anywhere. Personally, it has taken decades for me to fully appreciate Rumi’s reach, not merely across hundreds of years, thousands of miles, and deep political hostilities, but across my own soul, deftly bypassing my brain and settling in my heart.

			

			• • • 

			Nearly every lesson Ahmad has ever taught me has been accompanied by a poem—recited always with love, regularly from Rumi, and often by heart. It’s part habit, part inheritance. Ahmad’s father, a devout man whom we all called Agha joon (“Dear Sir”), used to pay him and his five siblings to memorize verses—not from the Quran, but from the great Sufi poets. Many an evening was spent gathered around their home’s sole heater or under a mimosa tree in the back courtyard, sipping tea through sugar cubes and taking turns reading or reciting from the works of Rumi, Hafez, Saadi, and other mystic lyricists. While Ahmad’s upbringing was neither Sufi nor literary in any traditional sense, it was both in a very Persian one.

			Though an ocean, a revolution, and a generation away, so was mine. As the daughter of a father who grew up memorizing Sufi love poems for fun and a mother who was so wooed by them as to toss tradition aside and marry for love alone, there was no alternative.

			In Dayton, where I grew up and where my parents spent nearly thirty years before moving to the Persian-packed promised land of Southern California, they managed to befriend at least twenty other Iranian families, ensuring my sister, Romana, and me a decidedly Persian upbringing full of adoptive aunties, uncles, and cousins straight out of the Middle East, smack-dab in the American Midwest. Like so many of them, we neither assimilated nor isolated. We improvised.

			We were good at making up our own rules, especially when it came to religion. My parents had no problem sending Romana and me to Catholic school, they’ve always happily added vodka to their pomegranate juice, and for years, they simply refused to believe that pepperoni was a pork product. Though we attended a nearby mosque briefly when I was a kid, we quit going after it was vandalized. Something about the broken windows and swastikas led my parents to conclude that we might not be entirely safe there.

			After that, the only events I ever remember my parents attending religiously were Persian parties. Thanks to Dayton’s ample Iranian community—mostly doctors who, like my parents, had been recruited to settle and practice in southwest Ohio—there was always a party somewhere, and there were always kids to play with. We may not have had our own mosque or temple, but we had our own tribe and built our own traditions. Our parties were our “services,” and there were never any hierarchies of piety. Our primary rituals revolved around music, dancing, food, poetry, tea, and always at least two kisses. Our tribe included Muslims, Jews, Baha’is, Christians, Zoroastrians, agnostics, and atheists. Our chief commandment—the glue that bound us despite passing gossip, quarrels, and rivalries—was simple and consistent: love.

			The later into the night our parties ran and the more wine our parents consumed, the more likely they were to share their talents. Seemingly out of nowhere, instruments would appear, ululations would commence, and there would be no turning back. The devotions varied: some sang, some danced, some recited poetry. My father, of course, was forever engaged in the latter.

			

			• • • 

			But it was still Ohio. Sunday morning Farsi classes held in rotating family dining rooms and occasional summer vacations spent in Iran weren’t nearly enough to make any of us kids fully fluent. It was too late. English had already become our native tongue. Granted, this is what our parents wanted—for us to adapt to this new land, to escape any discrimination an accent might invite, and above all, to succeed.

			That’s what my steno pad was all about. I couldn’t have been more than eight—sitting on our back porch, scrawny legs tucked beneath me, freakishly large eyes devouring James and the Giant Peach—when Ahmad handed me my first steno pad. Having recently discovered the magical power of books to transport and transform, I was already hooked, a lifelong addict in the making, and he knew it.

			From then on, I was to pay closer attention as I read, not to let a single unfamiliar word escape my grasp. He instructed me to host them all in this strange new narrow notebook bound from above, and I did. Religiously. Words on the left, meanings on the right. Tests on Fridays. I learned countless words this way, and so did Ahmad. Though unspoken, the lesson was clear. For me, in this skin like his, with just enough melanin to arouse suspicion, good English wouldn’t suffice. It had to be pristine. It wasn’t enough to read, write, and speak as well as my non-hyphenated American classmates. I had to do better.

			So Persian took a backseat while I dutifully documented every new English term that entered my life as though it were a prophet seeking revelational refuge in my steno pad. Every week, my father tested me on the ever-expanding scripture, all in English; every week, I failed to appreciate just how much of it was new to him, and every week, Persian lost priority. Until now. Although admittedly, the catalyst for hearing and heeding the call of my Persian roots couldn’t have seemed any less likely.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			It happened on a Monday. After six back-to-back radio interviews to promote the paperback release of my latest book, a memoir about living with bipolar disorder, something cracked. This was no minor hairline fracture of the tibia or fibula. It was a complex compound fracture of the human soul.

			All had gone well on air: I kept things conversational, I remembered each host’s name, I dropped the book’s title whenever appropriate, and I got all my relevant facts and stats straight. But by the end of the last interview, I felt utterly drained. And not just physically and emotionally, but spiritually. I had no idea what was happening. All I knew was that I felt empty and stuck.

			An off-air aside from a producer right before one of my segments—perhaps the world’s worst attempt at a pep talk to date—kept playing inside of my head like a broken record: “Remember, you’re a brand, and you’re selling a product.”

			I wanted to say, “Remember, you’re a fool, and you’re selling a farce.” I wanted to say, “I’m not just some brand, and my books aren’t just some products.” I wanted to say, “I’m an artist, and my books are my children.” But I didn’t. Instead, I unwittingly allowed his insidious words to infect my soul through the phone line. I know better than to believe that this sole producer was responsible, but it seems easier to blame him than myself for what ensued.

			Within days, I was struck with the most ruthless case of writer’s block I’d ever experienced. And it just got worse from there: migraines, backaches, a random case of tendinitis, and some weird foot injury. Still, none of it troubled me nearly as much as the writer’s block, for writing has always been my sanctuary: the place where I find meaning and purpose, the place where my prayers are formed and heard, the place where I connect with myself, the universe, and everything in between. But something had invaded my sanctuary and shattered my creative morale, and I couldn’t figure out what it was.

			After that wretched midsummer Monday afternoon, I spent months trying to string words together, constantly battling the urge to delete every single one. It was as though some invisible demon had taken up residence on my shoulder, ceaselessly whispering into my ear every time I pressed the space bar: Not good enough! Garbage! Delete!

			The rest of that year was excruciating, and I say this as someone who is intimately acquainted with a wide variety of pain—so much so that for years, I never believed I’d see thirty. Between a wounded gut and a wayward brain, I knew the odds were against me. I was eighteen the first time I nearly died, and I spent the next dozen years cheating death over and over again. As a young adult, I survived a rare pancreatic tumor, myriad medical hospitalizations, chronic pain, major surgery, and a wicked case of undiagnosed and untreated manic depression that led to a suicide attempt, an acute manic episode, a psychotic break, and three inpatient psychiatric hospitalizations. My early adulthood wasn’t about risk-taking or self-discovery. It was about survival and legacy. The goal was simple: keep my lungs breathing and my heart beating, keep my hands paddling and my legs kicking, keep my head above water just long enough to do something with my life, to make something of myself, to count.

			So I hurtled through my twenties determined to make the most of what little time I had left, desperate to matter, collecting degrees and accolades, writing, praying, publishing, protesting, falling in love, getting married—all the while, expecting death to soon come knocking. But it didn’t. It hasn’t.

			By some miracle, I’m still here, and no one expects me to check out any time soon, not even me. Having made it all the way to thirty-five, I’m stunned. For the first time in my adult life, I can quit hurrying and take a moment to look around and process the world and my place in it. The view is both terrifying and exhilarating.

			After learning that my medical conditions can be managed and treated, I feel hopeful but adrift. I’ve been coping well with my psychiatric illness. Properly medicated and in weekly therapy, I’ve even become an outspoken mental health advocate committed to combating the stigma and discrimination surrounding psychiatric disabilities. But never had my soul felt more restless, nor my creative spark more extinguished. And I’m slowly beginning to understand why.

			Unable to write after that unfortunate radio interview, I shifted my focus almost entirely from writing to publicity. In effect, I did what so many of us do when faced with the rigors of our twenty-first-century market economy: I treated myself as though I were indeed just a brand selling just a product. I soon realized, however, that in the land of brands and products—where numbers talk and words fail—nothing is ever enough.

			My reviews were excellent, speaking invitations poured in, plenty of media appearances ensued, and where I feared people might see me as weak on account of my psychiatric condition, they saw me as strong on account of my candor; strangers sent heartfelt messages insisting the book had saved their lives. I should have felt grateful and gratified. Instead, craving ever more acclaim and affirmation, I felt perpetually slighted and unsatisfied. Careening along this twisted ego trip, I felt at once full of myself and empty inside. The more I got, the more I wanted, and the more I wanted, the worse I felt.

			I had fallen victim to the most common modern mental ailment in the so-called developed world, an illness so conventional the DSM* makes no mention of it and so widespread it’s considered normal: wanting. And not just wanting, but wanting more. Voracious for validation—more likes, more followers, more readers, more comments, more fans, more sales, more more—I tried to keep my ego well-fed. But the effort only deepened my insecurities, starving my soul and corroding my heart, proving that insanity is not exclusive to the insane.

			Sure, there is the rare clinical variety, rooted in chemistry and electricity, prompting hallucinations and delusions. But there is also the routine societal variety: rooted in ego and ambition, prompting fear and insecurity. I know both firsthand. The former led me to a series of locked psychiatric units and a world of isolation, while the latter led me to a successful literary career and a world of aspiration. Though distinct, both worlds have proven equally disorienting.

			But having already survived the more scarce and stigmatized clinical species of lunacy, I failed to spot the more standard and celebrated societal one at first. Consumed by an insatiable longing for more and bigger and better successes down the line, I lost track of the present and grew so addicted to affirmation that I had no energy left for creation.

			What little I could write, I quickly deleted, certain it wasn’t good enough, certain I wasn’t good enough. A noxious cloud of self-doubt spread within me like a swarm of insufferable fruit flies, expanding exponentially with every fresh accolade. Each new glowing review or speaking invitation or media request or sales bump, or like or mention or follow or share, simply further eroded my sense of self-assurance. Unbeknownst to me, this ruthless swamp of self-doubt was the direct result of ego: a beast born of neither courage nor confidence, but of dread and dubiety.

			By the time I finally recognized the insanity in my own debilitating ego and ambition, however, I was already surrounded. My once-shimmering creative well had morphed into a fetid Superfund site, and I was stranded, smack-dab in the middle of this sickening morass of my own making, swatting at a heavy haze of ravenous red-eyed vermin, sinking into toxic sludge, desperate for a way out. I was stuck, and my own relentless wanting was to blame.

			To make matters worse, I was also haunted by the terrifying realization that, with my medical conditions in check, I would now likely outlive my parents, doomed to suffer what seemed an unbearable loss. Recognizing that no parent should ever have to bury a child, however, I then quickly grew consumed with guilt for being so petrified at the prospect of an average life expectancy. Caught in a cycle of insecurity, creative inertia, terror, and shame, I broke.

			For nearly a year, I grappled with depression, trying and failing to jump-start my creativity: to get on with my next project, to quit deleting thousands of sentences that deserved a chance, to adhere to my calling, to embrace my new lease on life. I even ran off to a remote cabin in the woods, hoping to revive my creative spirit by emulating one of my American literary heroes. But once there, it was clear that I was no Henry David Thoreau. Where he found a way “to live deliberately” in the woods, I found a way to get my Corolla stuck in a frozen creek. Where he found a way “to front only the essential facts of life,” I found a way to front only new and greater self-loathing. Where he found a way to learn what the woods could teach, I found an intense new longing for the beach. As much as I adored Thoreau, he was not the source of my lyrical lineage, and my disaster in the woods merely confirmed it. Where writing was once my refuge, it had become my torment. The woods held no cure for me. For that, I would have to head to the sea.

			When you’re dealing with a madness so painfully prevalent that most people would rather revere than renounce it, effective prescriptions can be hard to come by. You may need to travel through time and space. You may need to rewind seven centuries and cross a continent. You may need to exchange a language where you’ve learned to shine for another where you’re sure to stumble. You may need to track down the wisest guide you know, and you may need to do it now, while you’re both still here.

			Just to be safe, I resolved to do all of the above, traveling westward to find my way eastward, reaching outward to find my way inward, and going backward to find my way forward. Creatively and spiritually spent, feeling more rootless than ever, I heard a faint call from within my heart—a gentle plea from the stubborn Sufi poets turned perpetual houseguests of my childhood—and I followed it. I turned to my source, starting literally, with my parents, the bearers of my distinctly Persian past and its majestic mystic poets.

			
				Don’t retreat, come near.

				Don’t lose faith, adhere.

				Seek the tonic nectar in the bitter sting.

				Go to the source of the source of your spring.

			

			So I plotted a pilgrimage. Not around the Kaaba,* but alongside the Pacific. Not in Arabic, but in Persian. Not to study Quranic verses, but mystical ones. In search of a cure for searching—to want, take, and consume less; to appreciate, give, and create more—I decided to immerse myself in the ancient poetry I grew up taking for granted, to learn it by heart and by history and under the expert tutelage of my father, a physician by trade and a connoisseur of Sufi poetry by tradition.

			Still, I never chose Persian poetry; it chose me. Personally, I’m partial to prose and my English is worlds better than my Farsi. But this poetry had sought me out before, saving me from myself when nothing else could. Perhaps, I thought, it could do it again.

			

			• • • 

			Six years prior to plotting this pilgrimage, at twenty-nine and in the midst of what I would later learn was an acute manic episode, I became illiterate. Shortly after finishing a seemingly endless formal education, my mind quit. No two weeks’ notice. No resignation letter. No retirement party. Just here one day, gone the next. It wasn’t that I had forgotten how to read. It was that no text could sit still long enough for me to interpret it. Cracking open a book was like blowing up a can of alphabet soup on the moon. For each word or letter that mercifully stayed put, dozens of others refused. Every page of every text—however sacred or profane, brilliant or mundane—took on the same incoherent windswept shape, like a word search in microgravity.

			Nearly overnight, I had transformed from a hyperliterate author and attorney into an illiterate ecstatic. Provoked by a spiritual experience I had neither pursued nor prepared for, my metamorphosis was simultaneously manic and mystical, scary and sublime. Unlike my first and only other mystical experience to date, this one was messy.

			The first had occurred years earlier, absent any adverse side effects. As I stood, deep in prayer, atop a mountain in the Canadian Rockies, the Beloved whispered sweetly to me. Not in words, but through a beam of sunlight that penetrated my soul, reminding me where I’d come from, what I was made of, and where I was bound to return. The exhilarating encounter lasted a few minutes at most, but having lit me up inside, fleetingly filling me with more love and wonder than I ever imagined possible, it stuck with me.

			So when, nearly a decade later, on the twentieth-floor balcony of my home in Atlanta, I encountered that same piercing light, I recognized it at once. But this time, the light lingered, so long that it burned me. The Beloved was no longer whispering, but clamoring. Transfixed, I couldn’t pull myself together long enough to do the sensible thing and look away. I stared into the sun as it rose over Stone Mountain, feeling its rays permeate every cell in my body, and fell into a trance.

			I hadn’t slept for days, and my sanity was slipping. Within hours, I was struck illiterate and incoherent. Certain I could fly, off that balcony or anywhere else, I became my own worst enemy. To prevent my delusions from killing me, my husband called 911, and soon, it was official: I was crazy. Then restraints, then isolation, then medication, then psychiatric hospitalization.

			There is perhaps no greater blow to the ego than losing one’s mind, and having lost mine so completely, I no longer had any sense of a distinct self, separate from Creator or creation. However clumsily or unwittingly, I had stumbled into the land of mystics.

			At the time, I didn’t know this land had a name, let alone that it was the subject of so many of the poems my father had recited to me since I was a child—poems by Rumi, Hafez, and other Sufi lyricists; poems that always revolved around love. The word Ahmad’s cherished Persian poets reserved for this borderless territory, the word I wouldn’t learn until years after first experiencing it, was simple and profound: fana. It denotes a unique kind of “passing away” or “ceasing to exist,” a sublime state of self-annihilation: the death of the ego, or nafs, before the Beloved. That day, I was briefly privy to it. A place where there was no “I” or “me,” no “her” or “him,” no “they” or “them,” no “you” even; a place where there was only the transcendent We and Us, united and inseparable from the Beloved.

			For maybe an hour before descending into madness, I stood on that small balcony, my soul soaking in the sun’s rays like some irresponsible teenager on spring break—too drunk to apply sunblock, too young to consider the future, too mad to be reasonable. An intense calm washed over me, a sense that everything was and would be as it should be. More than ever before—more than even on that stunning sun-drenched afternoon in the splendor of the Canadian Rockies—I felt a deep connection to every atom back to Adam and before, to the divine spirit within each one of those atoms, composed entirely of love and dancing inside of me like a holy kaleidoscope of butterflies.

			But I had entered this land unprepared, with neither a map nor a guide, and this, it turns out, can be fatal. Sufis prepare for fana—through prayer, meditation, charity, fasting, and pilgrimage—and they do not approach it alone. They bring a guide, a sheikh, a guru, a friend. This way, they can take in the light of transcendence without being burned by it.

			I, however, had arrived alone and unready, so despite catching a glimpse of that glorious glow on my way down, I was scorched by it and quickly descended into clinical insanity, ultimately landing inside the locked psychiatric unit of the same hospital where my father—an obstetrician/gynecologist—had conducted thousands of surgeries and delivered hundreds of babies. It would take years to even admit, let alone appreciate, but what my doctors eventually identified as acute mania and psychosis brought on by bipolar disorder, I first experienced as acute love and union brought on by an expired ego.

			In the hospital, my father continued—as he has done throughout
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