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PROFILE

Once Living Off $2-a-Day Budget, Miami
Attorney Tanaz Salehi Now Runs an
Insurance Defense Firm

"I said, 'OK, I'm going to sleep in the parking
lot of this building until I can make the money
that I need to pay the rent and the deposit.
And I did," said Miami attorney Tanaz Salehi,
who's now managing shareholder of Salehi
Boyer Lavigne Lombana.
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Law school is rarely a walk in the park, but for Miami insurance defense attorney Tanaz Salehi,

it was the struggle of her life.

Alone in a new city, Salehi had little money and nowhere to live.

“I gave myself a budget of $2 a day for food. I slept in my car, a Toyota Echo. I had one hub

cap. I didn’t have a radio,” Salehi said. ”It was like a mini lawnmower on wheels.”

The concept of parents paying for college was brand new to Salehi, who had supported

herself since she was 16. When questioned about how she’d pay for a law degree,

her response was simply, “I’m going to make it work.”

First, she needed somewhere to live.

“It was a place near Hialeah. Very inexpensive. I said, ‘OK, I’m going to sleep in the parking lot

of this building until I can make the money that I need to pay the rent and the deposit. And I

did,” Salehi said.
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It took a few weeks of sleeping in the backseat, but Salehi raised enough money from multiple

jobs to move in. After a stint with no furniture or bed, she became “somewhat comfortable” —

stashing cash tips from Outback Steakhouse inside a diary.

But one weekend, a knock on the door changed everything. It was a stranger, Salehi recalled.

A man pretending to look for somebody.

“I said, ‘No, that person isn’t here.’ I was walking out to go to my shift and I left the diary in a

clothes hamper in my closet, hidden with the money inside to deposit it in the bank,” Salehi

said. “He walked outside and he said, ‘Can I borrow your phone?’ And I said, ‘Sure.’ ”

The next time Salehi saw his face was in a police photo lineup, after he had been arrested for

robbing houses.

“ He stole my clothing,” Salehi said. “He stole everything that I had worked to purchase, and

my diary and all the money.”

Salehi still chokes up when she thinks about the following day’s Outback Steakhouse shift,

when floor manager Bridget asked, “What’s wrong?”

“At the end of the night when we were cleaning up, all the workers had gathered around me

and they gave me an envelope. They pooled their tips. They made up for the money that was

taken, and it was life-changing,” Salehi said. “Every time I walk into an Outback Steakhouse I’m

like, ‘God bless this place.’ Everyone needs to get a ‘Chocolate Thunder from Down Under’ on

me.”

Salehi credits mentors for getting her through law school. Among them: St. Thomas University

Professor Amy Ronner, who singled her out for giving the best midterm.

“That was during a period of time where I was getting maybe two hours of sleep per night and

my work was being done in the wee hours,” Salehi said. ”That moment where I felt completely

and utterly worthless, she picked me up and said, ‘You’re a shining star.’ ”
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Another professor who quietly knew Salehi’s circumstances provided resources and supplies,

while the Black Law Students Association donated books. By year two, Salehi had paid her

outstanding balance and landed a scholarship through her grades.

Escaping Iran

Now managing shareholder at Salehi Boyer Lavigne Lombana, she’s a leader in her field,

handling property and casualty claims. But Salehi’s early years were turbulent, set in the wake

of the Iranian Revolution, when the Islamic republic took over the monarchy.

Salehi’s father was both a mathematics professor at the University of Tehran and a top-level

employee for the exiled Shah. That made him a target, with little choice but to hide and

escape.

Salehi was about 4 at the time, but still remembers trying and failing to grab her doll from

under the bed as her mother snatched her up, running late to catch a flight to Istanbul. Her

parents were nervous and scared at the airport, but now it’s their bravery and faith that stand

out.

“We left everything behind. We left all our furniture, all the

Persian rugs, the antiques, the hand-me-downs, all of our

personal belongings, and we just left with a bag,” Salehi said.

“I’m so grateful for those experiences because now, as an adult, I

look back and think of what my father and my mother went

through, considering they had children that they had to tow from

one country to another, and they had no idea what was next.”

It turned out that Newport News, Virginia, was next, as Salehi’s

father had friends there from his time as a military helicopter pilot

stationed in the U.S. And it was there, with Bob and Lana Bolton,

that Salehi’s family celebrated U.S. holidays and learned how to make American-style food.

Later, they stayed with relatives in San Francisco, where Salehi’s mother made her clothes and

her father aspired to work for NASA in Cape Canaveral. It didn’t work out — getting security

clearance after the Iran hostage crisis wasn’t easy — but they moved to central Florida all the

same.

Salehi’s father had PhDs but started from scratch, establishing a cowboy rancher’s steakhouse

with his brother. Before long, Kissimmee Steak Co. was locally famous, and baseball player

Nolan Ryan and actor Kurt Russell even came for a bite.

Salehi said she’s still perplexed at how her father, in the pre-Google age, not only figured out

how to open a business but also butcher cows and make the best steak in the county.

“I remember there was a line out the door,” Salehi said. “It was really amazing because my

father, who looked Iranian, big mustache and everything, he had his arms around these big, tall

ranchers. And every night he’d give them a hug and they’d love his steak.”

Salehi describes a man who was intelligent, charming, witty and logical — traits that led to

intellectual discourse.

“He was a Middle Eastern man, but he was very progressive in the way that he raised me and

what he wanted for me,” Salehi said. “My ideas were always given credence and credibility,

and he respected my opinion at a very young age. And as a young woman, God, how that can

change your whole life.”
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In second grade, Salehi was drawing pictures of women with briefcases and became a leader

among her siblings, despite being the youngest.

By undergraduate school, Salehi was financially supporting herself as her parents returned to

Iran. She toyed with getting a PhD and teaching philosophy until her father reminded her, “You

have the ability to make things move and to change things, and you have to be able to do that

in your profession. I see you as a lawyer.”

‘We’re in’

Salehi gravitated toward insurance defense work, starting a first-party property division at a

large firm. But eventually, the team felt adrift, stifled by bureaucracy and red tape. It was at

their favorite sushi restaurant that they considered starting a defense firm — an exciting but

terrifying concept.

“I said, ‘Is everyone understanding that this is going to be really, really hard? I’m OK with

adversity. I don’t mind being poor. Are we OK with that?’ ” Salehi said. “ And they said, ‘Yeah,

we’re in.’ ”

For Salehi’s law partner Oscar Lombana, who never planned to

start a firm, it all came down to his confidence in her.

“The only reason I decided to do it was because she was

involved. I know whatever she’s going to do is going to lead to

success just because of the sheer tenacity and will that she has in

her work,” Lombana said. “We’re very structured, thanks to her. It’s

three male partners and one female partner, and she’s really the

dominant presence in the room.”

The firm credits its success to mentors, including Gregg Koff, Ray

Cook, Melissa Hill, Jeff Hershman, Stacey Giulianti and

Mohammad Sherif, noting their wisdom and faith kept the team

going.

Adversity is what allows successful people to maintain success, the way Salehi sees it.

“If you’re going through something … create almost like a documentary in your brain of a time

when you struggled and a time you went through adversity. Create the vignette in your mind.

And when you’re in that moment where you’re lacking confidence or you feel unworthy, play

that moment back and just keep in mind that you got through that,” Salehi said. “There are

moments when you wake up in the morning and you’re like, ’I'm not going to make it.’ But

you’ve felt that way before and you made it.”

Tanaz Salehi

Born: Tehran, Iran, 1981

Education: St. Thomas University, J.D., 2007; University of Florida, B.A. in philosophy, minor in

criminology, 2001

Experience: Managing partner, shareholder, Salehi Boyer Lavigne Lombana, 2019-present;

Business unit leader, partner, Kelley Kronenberg, 2010-2019; Attorney, Quintairos, Prieto, Wood

& Boyer, 2009-2010, 2012-2013; Vernis & Bowling, 2007-2010.
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