
Remembering Tehran  
 
Behdad Babai left Iran with his wife Suraiya and son Hamid in 1979. 
The family settled down to live in a cheap two bedroom flat in 
North London. Behdad opened a tiny shop and Hamid went to the 
local school. His wife stayed shut up in the flat. Suraiya was an ugly 
woman with a sharp hooked nose and huge yellow bucked teeth. In 
1985 she tied a washing line round the toilet and hung herself out 
the window.  
Their son Hamid left school at sixteen and went to work in the 
family shop.  
Hamid also signed up for an acting agency and over the years he had 
many roles. He was a dirt covered Egyptian slave, whipped while 
pulling boulders across the desert to build pyramids. He played the 
part of a guard in a sultan’s desert harem, wielding a massive dagger 
and wearing a pair of baggy pantaloons with a black scarf wound 
round his head. His favourite role was for a TV advert, as an Arab 
oil sheik massaging a blonde woman in the hot sand with exotic 
fruits, while she cried, ‘Oh my God!’ and ate ice cream.  
Thirty years later they were still there. Behdad Babai had become an 
old man and his son Hamid was un-married, he said he never found 
the right one. 
 
The old man and Hamid had secrets. When Hamid was a little boy 
with chubby knees and still had fat on the back of his hands, the old 
man had loved putting him to bed at night. He would tell him the 
legends of Sinbad the sailor, Persian fairy stories with djinns and 
ghouls and the tales of mullah Nazruddin. But what they both loved 
best were the jokes, mostly the jokes about Suraiya and her huge 
buck teeth. 
The old man would ask little Hamid. ‘Why does your mother always 
want to stand in the hall when she has a dinner party?’ Hamid would 
pretend not to know. ‘So the guests can hang their coats on her 
teeth.’ And they got worse. ‘What does your mother use for a 
toothbrush?’ They both knew. ‘A loo brush.’ 
Hamid had clapped his hands, eyes shiny and cheeks red like apples, 
he was sweeter than sugar and the old man was overwhelmed by his 
love. 
After Suraiya jumped, guilt hung between them. Memories of old 
bittersweet jokes became poison. Hamid became skinny and 
secretive and the old man missed his little boy like hell, it was as 
though he’d gone away and died along with Suraiya, and the old 
man wished he could turn back time. 
 
At twenty Hamid embraced all that was Japanese and became a 
Buddhist. He wore Happi coats decorated with bamboo and 
dragons, and T-shirts with Japanese characters embroidered on the 
back saying ‘Good will.’ and ‘Long life.’ 



The old man ridiculed him whenever he came home from the 
mosque and found Hamid dressed up eating his dinner with 
chopsticks.  
“What is this you are wearing tonight? A lady’s dressing gown?  
Hamid sat transformed in his Japanese silk kimono, his Geta 
wooden Japanese flip flops on high wooden blocks, his frizzy hair 
tied up in the true samurai topknot. Only he had no sword and no 
respect, just industrial sushi that was cheaper the day before its 
expiry date. 
 
One day Hamid came home carrying a scruffy Jack Russell dog in 
his arms. The old man stood in the sitting room doorway.  
“What is this? Put it down and kick it out the door, then wash your 
shoe seven times. Oh my God you must wash all seven times! 
Hands, jacket, everything! You fool! …. Get it out!” 
Hamid kicked the door shut behind him. “Dad listen! I can’t, I’ve 
saved him! Some bastard tied him to a lamp post across the road 
from the shop and abandoned him.” 
“I don’t care what some other bloody bastard did! You are not 
bringing a dog in the house. Oh no! You tried many times as a boy, 
now you think I am old and gaga? Take it back where you found it!” 
“I can’t Dad, he won’t do any harm.” 
“Everyone knows the Angel Gabriel will not enter any home with a 
dog inside!” 
“Angel Gabriel doesn’t visit us, even if we don’t have a dog!” 
“How do you know what the Angel Gabriel does? What is wrong 
with your brains?” He snapped his fingers in front of Hamid’s eyes.  
“Listen, when I found him I took him to the Dogs Home. It’s a 
dog’s hell and they told me if no one adopted him he’d be put 
down.” He shook his head. “So I’ve saved him! He’ll make a great 
pet. I’ve named him Turpin.” 
“You can’t keep it as a pet and what is this adoption rubbish, adopt 
a dog? Nonsense! Is he a human orphan?  
“We need a guard dog..”  
“Don’t talk rot! Look at him! A guard dog my arse! He’s no bigger 
than a cat!” 
 
The old man would sit alone staring out the window at the muddy 
dirt grey sky, while Turpin ran in and out the room amassing a pile 
of offerings for him. A pair of slippers, an old newspaper, a leather 
handbag and Hamids’s wooden platform flip-flops. 
“What’s all this? Did I ask for this rubbish?” 
 He shook his head, watching Turpin with a solemn stare. “And 
what a stupid name ‘Turpin!’ Who ever heard of a dog named after 
some idiot highway robber? What you need is a name that suits, 
with the right number it will bring you some luck.” 
He fetched his calculator, pen and paper he sat down at the table. 
“Assad or Behrang?” He turned to Turpin. “Very bad for a dog I 
think.” 



Turpin hung his head in shame. 
“I have it, Cyrus! Yes it has the perfect number! Now follow me.” 
They made their way to the kitchen, and there underneath the neon 
light the old man presented him with a gift. Turpin Cyrus Babai 
wagged his tail and gobbled down a boxful of biscuits. 
“Hah! Now that’s proper stuff, not scraps, you see? Your name is 
working for you already.”  
 
‘Cathedral chandelier in satin nickel finish.’ The old man had told 
Hamid.  
‘Dad it’ll bring the ceiling down!’  
The old man went on. ‘It has three tiers with nine arms and one 
thousand watts.’ 
‘You should stop buying stuff off the Internet.’  
The old man sat for hours every day under his cathedral lights, a 
wizened being, his old dry stick bones and leathered skin basking in 
the brilliant light like the sun, and he dreamt how long ago the air 
had once been full of light, closer to the sky with endless horizons. 
While the old man sat dozing he remembered things best forgotten. 
A mullah on a platform shrieking and a crowd of filthy men shoving 
each other, scrambling to see the show. They had pulled him from 
the van and stood him below the platform while the mullah ranted 
through his distorted megaphone, his voice harsh and rusting, and 
the crowd were roaring. 
He was stood against the concrete wall below the platform, his arms 
held by the men above him. He looked upwards, just one fleeting 
glance. His gaze dropped as his cheek grazed the rough wall 
splattered with dried blood the colour of brown shit and the stench 
of urine and fear flooded his senses. Down on the dry dirt ground a 
man started to flog him, the whip was long and blood blossomed 
across his back flowering like red corn poppies, the flowers of love. 
As he writhed and twisted his back turned as red as the juice of a 
mulberry.     
 
His son Hamid remembered the leaving. First his father had 
disappeared and no one would say why. ‘Baba’s gone away.’ ‘When 
will he come back?’ ‘Cant say, be a good boy.’ Alone at night 
Maman cried, it wasn’t the first time, the aunts said she was as 
parched and plain as the desert and needed the wetness. Uncles 
whispered on the roof at night, then Behdad Babai returned to his 
family home. Hamid saw his father’s homecoming from the window 
on a dark moonless night. He heard the screech of rubber tires and 
an old black van skidded to a halt in the road. The back doors 
opened and something all broken was rolled out, a lump chucked in 
the road and the van was gone. The lump lie there and then his 
uncles came and carried the twisted thing into house and Baba was 
home again.  
But now they were told to stay inside and not to step out on the 
sunlit streets anymore. Baba looked ugly, all purple and black, he got 



fired and was no longer the schoolmaster. All this Hamid knew 
from listening to the whispers that blew like a breeze through the 
house and by leaning over the walls and peering through the bars of 
the gate.  
He came to know that Bolour the pretty girl down the road has lost 
her face, it was burnt away with acid and Maman and the aunts 
became afraid. Now they were leaving for England. Suitcases were 
packed, they had to leave it all behind, no room for all those small 
scraps of life. Do not look back and Behdad Babai sold the house to 
a cousin for a song, no time to lose and no money.  
One day in the late afternoon they left for the airport. Behdad 
borrowed an old van not unlike the one he’d been delivered home 
in a few months before. Hamid was squashed in the back with the 
suitcases, his legs glued to the hot seat. His mother sat beside him 
and his father stood on the dusty street. He was shaking hands, 
kissing and saying his farewells to them all.  
As his father stood in the crowd crushed between neighbours and 
family, people stared at him in reverence and fear. Men touched 
him, women watched him, and his mother gazed down at her 
twisted hands as they lay motionless in her lap. His mother’s thin 
lips tightened when a girl in a virginal white dress with long dark 
tresses flowing over her shoulders pushed her way through the 
crowd. Her eyes behind her black veil pouring tears like raindrops 
soaking her breasts. She elbowed her way through the people and 
called like a lark. ‘Behdad, Behdad.’  It was the sweetest voice and 
the crowd turned; they waited for Behdad to acknowledge her 
presence, even if only from the corner of his eyes.  
A girl he had fed with fresh mulberries at dawn, mulberries still cool 
from the night air, shaken from an old tree heavy with deep red 
mulberries.  She and he had stood together watching them fall. They 
could just taste each mulberry as they fell on the snow-white shawl 
he had lain at the foot of the gnarled tree trunk. They had devoured 
cool sweet juicy mulberries under an orange sky as the sun rose, 
their mouths smeared red as they lay by a silver stream on a white 
shawl stained red, and the wind had stirred the leaves as they rustled 
and gently fluttered in the breeze.  
But Behdad did not turn to look at her, his face grew as red as the 
sunrise they had lain under, and he kept his eyes straight ahead. He 
turned his newly bent back that would never straighten and climbed 
into the van, he gripped the steering wheel and hit the gas. Bolour 
called him again, her hand nearly touching the dirt cold steel of the 
van as Behdad Babai drove away into the red sunset, onward and 
onward, and he and his van became one with the red wheel of the 
sun.   
Then London where he became a shopkeeper and his wife died of 
shame. Only he remembers the smell of Tehran, and the sky was 
blue, it was always blue. 
 
 



 
 


