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  For Isabella, Louis and Daniel




  ‘Be thou not hopeless under any circumstances, but rather be firm in thy hope.’




  Bahá’í writings




  About the Book




  Omid Djalili’s fascinating

   story begins with an unconventional childhood spent at his family’s London guesthouse for visiting Iranians. At school he is kept busy with the beginnings of a passionate love affair with football but he hopes one day to live a more intellectually fulfilled life. For one wonderful summer in California it seems that maybe he will find his spiritual home at UCLA. Sadly his exam results don’t quite hit the mark (it’s difficult to study astrophysics at one of the world’s top universities without O-level maths) and so, ever hopeful, Omid returns home to spend the next three years sitting his A-levels again, and again, and again.




  Eventually, in a moment of madness, he concludes that the best way to achieve the desired A-level results is to ‘improve’ his certificates. Travelling to the university of Ulster he finds true connection and relaxing solitude despite the backdrop of Northern Ireland at the height of the Troubles and nearly being killed by paramillitaries. Here he decides that a life in show business is the only secure option he has left, and what follows is a hilarious and captivating insight into the life of a young performer who embraces his cultural identity, works harder than anyone else, and doesn’t give up until he has hung out with Brad Pitt in Morocco, injured himself severely while showing off in front of Kate Winslet, and shared an ‘intimate moment’ with Oliver Reed in Gladiator.




  Full of the warmth and intelligence that makes Omid such a successful comedian and sought-after actor, this memoir takes us on a joyously vivid journey through an unusually British life.




  About the Author




  With a career spanning

   over three decades, British-born Iranian comic and actor Omid Djalili’s legendary performances on stage and screen have won him plaudits the world over.




  Credits include the NBC sitcom Whoopi with Whoopi Goldberg, Fagin in West-End smash-hit Oliver!, Dr Rance in Joe Orton’s What the Butler Saw at the Vaudeville Theatre 2012 and Red in The Shawshank Redemption.




  His role as Mahmud Nasir in the international hit The Infidel won him a best actor award at the Turin film festival. Omid also starred in the blockbusting Sex and the City 2, The Mummy, Gladiator and Mr.Nice among many others.




  Further successes include two series of The Omid Djalili Show for BBC One, the first to dive off a 10m board on ITV’s hit show Splash! and the release of highly acclaimed DVDs No Agenda, Live in London and Tour Of Duty. Not to mention sell out live tours in 2005, 2008 and 2012.




  
CHAPTER ONE

The Bearcat





  ‘For myself I am an optimist – it does not seem to be much use to be anything else.’




  Winston Churchill




  Bearcat Comedy Club in Twickenham, 9 March 1996




  It sounds like it should possess an edgy glamour, but in reality, the Bearcat is a scout hut in Whitton. I was one of two ‘open spots’ performing that night; the other was an extremely good-looking, long-haired, half-Indian bloke. I’d done the Edinburgh Festival the summer before and, fuelled by an alarming off-the-Richter-scale supply of self-belief, I wrote to all the comedy clubs in London listed in Time Out:




  Hello, my name is Omid. You might have heard of me as the ‘Short Fat Kebab-Shop Owner’s Son’, having just stormed the Edinburgh Festival (‘a stand-up caught between cultural icons like Ayatollah Khomeini and Dickie Davies’ – the Independent). I’m writing now to say I would be willing to come to your comedy club establishment to perform comedy. I can offer a 1 hour, 45 min or a 25-min set. Finance is negotiable. Get back to me ASAP.




  Several weeks later, nothing. Then a lone phone call from a bloke called Grahame:




  ‘Hello, is that Kebab?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Got your letter. Come down and do five. If you’re good you can come back and do a paid ten. If you’re not, try again next year.’




  I arrived at a dark and smoky function room connected to the Turk’s Head pub, and was greeted by Grahame, a tall man with an impressive moustache, who ushered me towards a ‘backstage area’ with no door that provided the audience with candid scenes of performers preparing to go on stage. Already weird. There I was welcomed by James, another tall man who ran the club with Grahame. They both had day jobs as school teachers. James even did his introductions holding a black folder, rather like a headmaster at a rather more interesting than usual school assembly.




  On this auspicious occasion, James introduced me with a sense of wry mystery: ‘And now, something from Iran.’ Remarkably, my five minutes went down well. I had a few crowd-pleasing gags which I felt a little ashamed about, but my shame lessened having followed the half-Indian bloke, whose disastrous five minutes included repeating the line ‘Trust me, I’m a doctor’, his signature catchphrase, to general apathy and bemusement. His set ended in a flame of heckles and chants of ‘Off! Off! Off!’ After the gig I learned that he had been doing comedy for three years and insisted positively that this gig had ‘been quite good, actually’. I was surprised to find out that he also worked as a promoter and even more surprised when he promptly offered me £50 to come to Wimbledon and do his comedy night. This was on top of getting booked for a further ten-minute slot at the Bearcat. The ball was well and truly rolling.




  The next week I turned up at the venue in Wimbledon (now the Polka Children’s Theatre). I’d been worrying excessively about how to begin my act, having been listening to bootleg tapes of Lenny Bruce. I had somehow convinced myself that I had to replace funny with ‘important issues’ and social commentary. I had practised in front of the mirror (a technique well honed in fringe theatre) – speaking first in a droll manner then shouting ideas cultivated to challenge preconceptions and make the audience think as well as laugh. I had my heart set on a strong current-affairs opening with a statement about Mad Cow Disease, which had featured heavily in the news that day. I was armed and ready.




  As I waited anxiously backstage I observed the act before me, a comic performing ‘alternative ventriloquism’; i.e. purposefully low level and appalling. The synch of the man’s speech with his puppet was all wrong, like a badly dubbed Chinese kung fu movie, and it was getting big laughs. He even had a finale that involved drinking beer and trying to talk at the same time. Clearly unable to achieve this proficiently, his puppet opened its mouth and all the audience could hear were noises of the comedian garbling into his pint glass. Mind-bogglingly raucous laughter ensued. I knew I had to be on top of my game to follow that.




  I’d already decided that when I was introduced I would come bounding ironically on to the stage like a Shakespearean actor. Unfortunately the introduction I received was less than inspiring – ‘Please will you welcome Omar Darjeeling!’ (it took a full year before anyone got my name right on the comedy circuit) – nevertheless I pranced onto the stage regardless, hoping to fill the space with the most expansive presence I could muster. Unaware of the location of the recent beer spillage, I headed nimbly straight into a puddle, slipped and fell hard. For a moment it seemed that my body was flying horizontally mid-air. The audience hooted with delight. As I picked myself up and clambered to the microphone, still trying to figure out what had happened, I realised that the microphone was firmly attached to its stand and refused to budge. As I struggled to pull it out, the audience started to titter again. A slow but steady comedy instinct pulsed within me, and told me to keep up the physical struggling, as this seemed to be getting laughs. At one point it must have looked like I was wrestling with the microphone stand, as the mic stubbornly resisted my attempts to remove it from its base. When it finally popped out (unexpectedly), it banged into my head violently and with such force that a three-inch cut appeared across my brow. I shouted ‘Ow!’ in genuine pain. By this time the audience were clapping.




  Trying to soldier on from this series of unfortunate events, I started speaking but realised that I was barely audible. I’d pulled the mic so hard that the cord had also disconnected. My rather formal opening pleasantries were met with shouts of: ‘The lead’s come out, you twat!’ (one heckle amongst other obscenities). As I looked down, I took a step forward to pick up the cord but didn’t register how close I was to the edge of the stage. The white tape they use to define the edge nowadays was not compulsory then – and I fell head-first off the platform. I remember looking up at the ceiling from the floor and noticing the pretty wooden panels under the roof. In a brief snatched moment of relaxation I marvelled at how the reflected beams from the theatre lights gave the place an almost Gothic aesthetic. I even wondered if Dracula’s castle in Transylvania looked a bit like that?




  Presumably I was still in a daze from the fall, but I slowly came to, and was helped back up by punters who were telling me: ‘Brilliant, mate. You can’t stop now, keep going.’ I tried to pull myself up swiftly, but realised the stage was rather too high for me to do anything with elegance, let alone athleticism. That ship had sailed. I was left with no choice other than to heave my left leg up and, stomach first, ‘walrus’ back into the spotlight. Sadly, as I lifted my leg, I stretched a little too ambitiously and my black trousers ripped on cue, suddenly revealing a patch of bright, white underwear. Again the audience laughed and clapped their appreciation. As I shuffled chest-first on to the stage, my grey shirt soaked up all the remaining spilled beer.




  I slowly rose and gathered myself before my audience. I was sweaty, concussed, wet-shirted and bleeding heavily from a large vertical cut on my forehead, but still determined to complete my five-minute set. Catching my breath I waited for the noise to die down and simply said, in all sincerity, as no one could have predicted this particular sequence of disasters:




  ‘Sorry  … can I start again?’




  
CHAPTER TWO

Beginnings





  ‘Don’t be satisfied with stories, how things have gone with others. Unfold your own myth.’




  Rumi, 13th century Persian poet




  I was born one sunny afternoon at St Mary Abbots Hospital off the Marloes Road in Kensington at 3.52 p.m. on Thursday 30 September 1965, the youngest child of Ahmad and Parvaneh Djalili. My parents had come from Tehran to London in 1958, the year my brother Javid was born. My sister Roxana followed in 1961 after which I, according to my mother, ‘popped out with unusual ease’. It seems they finally got it right third time round. Actually, my parents never said this, but I always thought they should have done.




  Before leaving Iran my father was a photographer, manager and chief salesman of a photographic shop called ‘Photo Cinemayi’. Not many people possessed cameras in Iran in the 1950s so the only way to preserve memories from special events was to invite the most important guest – the person who owned the camera. It was also considered the height of fashion to dress up in your best clothes and visit Photo Cinemayi for group family tableaux.




  Not all his commissions were quite so congenial. He also covered the odd public hanging. He once told me how he even ‘admired’ the courage of one Turkish criminal who shouted at the jeering onlookers: ‘You lot can all kiss my behind!’, making the crowd surge towards him in anger. The man’s final words were: ‘One by one, if you don’t mind.’




  Interestingly, my father first laid eyes on my mother at the wedding of his good friend Ata Samii. Ata was marrying my mother’s older sister Baraz, and my father was invited as both close friend and photographer. Although my mother Parvaneh was only fifteen at the time, my father became instantly smitten – and began a long and patient wait during the ten years it took until she agreed to marry him. In fact many of the photos from Ata and Baraz’s wedding that day are shots of my mother, some in soft focus, unashamedly showing his obvious fixation.




  Parvaneh was beautiful, extrovert and vivacious, no doubt appealing to my father’s more reticent temperament. She came from Shemiran, a wealthy suburb to the north of Tehran, where the air was cleaner and the houses grander with large gardens and grounds. My mother attended the Noorbakhsh high school for girls in Tehran, a progressive institution where the girls, reminiscent of Communist China, would do morning exercises in unison before first lesson. The school specialised in churning out an impressive array of female scientists. My mother, however, chose to pursue domestic science, with a particular emphasis on dressmaking skills.




  After school she became a confident and creative dressmaker, with the capacity to recreate her favourite 1940s and ’50s styles just from observing them closely in her favourite British and American movies. Her love of dressmaking continued after she moved to London and for a while she assisted the famous Iranian singer Googoosh who stayed with us sometimes, and sought fashion tips from my mother. Apparently my mother also gave her advice on how to manage quick costume changes during live shows. I remember them laughing hysterically together in a practice dry run as Googoosh struggled, trapped within vast folds of sequined material because a button from her dress had caught in one of her complicated hair ornaments. Not being able to see where she was going, she keeled over and crashed into the tea table. I remember feeling in awe of their hilarity.




  My parents eventually married in 1957 and in 1958 they decided to leave Iran and move to London for a short while. My mother, being eight years younger than my father, wanted travel and adventure. She joked that ‘take me to London’ was her pre-requisite to accepting my father’s proposal. As an aspiring dress designer, she was keen to experience the culture and excitement of Europe and the opportunities afforded in the West. My father was only too happy to oblige.




  When they arrived in London, my father became a ‘local liaison officer’ at the Imperial Iranian Embassy. Much of his work involved helping fellow Iranians who had come over for medical assistance. In addition, he continued his role as photographer, taking copious professional photos at Embassy functions and parties, which would appear in the Iranian newspaper, Kayhan.




  Although my parents were excited to be in London, they always assumed they would return home to Iran at some point. The Islamic Revolution in 1979 put an abrupt halt to that plan. But they showed a great degree of foresight and tenacity in building up a sideline business to support themselves after the Iranian Embassy changed hands. A business that would shape my entire life.




  My parents started taking in lodgers almost as soon as they arrived in London. This part of their work began gradually. It grew out of a Persian custom – when you went overseas you would stay with ‘friends of friends’, and pay a little something to your host for costs and expenses. This slowly turned into the main family income. During this period, my mother embraced a new role as capable tour guide and gained great expertise in taking sprawling and talkative groups of Iranians around the London sights. As well as standard photo opportunities by famous landmarks (once nearly getting arrested for trying to remove a Queen’s Guard’s hat in Whitehall just to get a reaction, having heard they are trained never to react to anything), my mother’s ‘tours’ also included visits to the Lyceum Ballroom in the Strand, the Hammersmith Palais and the Empire Leicester Square. She also introduced bewildered Iranians to her favourite shows, Oh! Calcutta!, Hair and the mildly outrageous The Romans in Britain. Whereas the nudity in these shows outraged London’s West End, most of the Iranian guests took it in their stride, assuming it was a theatrical representation of a factual documentary.




  I’ve often wondered whether, if she were born into a different culture or era, my mother might have been a fashion designer or even a rather excellent comedienne. She certainly ‘loved a joke’, as they say, and I often heard her on the phone to Iran laughing hysterically at some new gag that was doing the rounds (like the way they do on social media these days) and then rushing to tell my dad. She was a well-known heckler at Iranian functions, her interjections always getting a laugh or a clap – her most popular, in response to long unwieldy talks by overly vebose Iranian speakers, being ‘de begoo digheh!’ (get on with it!).




  When I was three it was decided that I should attend the local nursery school. Unfortunately my nursery career ended on the first day when I threw up and was promptly dispatched home. This incident provided an unfortunate metaphor that could also be applied to my later relationship with formal education. However, in my defence, on this particular occasion I had become increasingly terrified because the language I heard, understood and spoke at home did not correspond to the language I was hearing for the first time. In fact, I felt out of synch with my environment in every conceivable way. They played, I watched. They lay down contentedly for a nap, I remained rigidly awake on a crumb-infested and milk-stained pink corduroy bean-bag. Why my father had insisted I take this pink corduroy bean-bag with me to the nursery is still a mystery but at least it gave me somewhere to sit awake and stare at the other children as they slept.




  Adrenaline was coursing through my veins and at one point I presumed I’d been kidnapped. This anxiety drove me to the refuge of the toilet whereupon I vomited with a great violence. Before I knew it, I was perched on my favourite window seat back home, minding my own business, playing with the occasional toy car, but mostly staring blankly at the street below. If only they’d left me alone in the first place, everyone would have been spared the hassle. I vowed to be master of my own destiny thereafter.




  Luckily, when I turned four, I found a playmate called Sarah. She lived in the flat directly above us and had short dark hair, rosy cheeks and red patterned dresses that made her look like a Russian Matryoshka doll. My friendship with Sarah spanned almost a year, and her home became my unofficial kindergarten.




  Her flat was considerably larger and tidier than mine. It was 1969 and the design was ‘open plan’ – light, minimalist and airy with modern décor, which gave it a futuristic science-fiction movie vibe. Though completely opposite to what I was used to, I felt comfortable and grew attached to the place. I don’t remember much about my interactions with Sarah beyond a blurry recollection of us quietly exchanging coloured bricks back and forth. However I did enjoy the high-quality healthy snacks provided by her mother, and particularly remember homemade popcorn as a rare delicacy. I also appreciated the light jazz music buzzing in the background. What you’d call ‘vibey’.




  Being so used to my own company I was unusually relaxed playing with Sarah and don’t remember any conflict. Once, out of the blue, she told me I was her best friend. I wasn’t sure what ‘best friend’ actually meant because Sarah was, to date, my only friend. If anything this declaration alarmed me as I hadn’t considered the existence of Sarah having any other friends either.




  After my first few visits to Sarah’s flat, rather than asking to be taken there, I habitually began to make my own way upstairs, even packing a few cars as my personal contribution to our play session. Leaving the shadowy world of adults to rage on without me, I would climb one flight of stairs, and knock on Sarah’s door three times. On seeing me she would calmly fetch the bricks and off we went, happily occupied for the next couple of hours. It was a good arrangement. After a while Sarah’s mother produced some plastic farm animals and a round yellow wheel that made animal sounds when a cord was pulled. We honed our burgeoning cognitive and linguistic skills by providing voices for pigs, sheep and chickens. The animals usually conversed in polite American accents, as we were heavily influenced by Sarah’s experience of Sesame Street on a recent US holiday. Sadly Sarah never visited me downstairs. My mother was grateful that I was occupied but – perhaps due to so much responsibility with our guests – didn’t feel confident enough to return the compliment. Possibly Sarah’s mother also preferred our friendship to take place under her supervision. It was a given that my home was too destabilising for a British four-year-old.




  One day I ran up the stairs and knocked as usual, but was confused to find a strange older lady instead of Sarah’s mother.




  ‘I’m sorry, little chap, Sarah doesn’t live here any more. She’s gone away.’




  I felt a sharp, sad feeling in my throat and a lurching sensation in my stomach. For a brief, deluded moment I chose to assume ‘away’ meant an actual place. I asked when she was coming back.




  ‘She’s not coming back. They’ve moved.’




  Some important lessons were learned that day:




  

    	No one tells me anything.




    	Girls could not be trusted.




    	Life is unpredictable and full of unbearable shocks.




    	A pink corduroy bean-bag is no substitute for a best friend.




    	I’m going to have abandonment issues when I’m older.


  




  
CHAPTER THREE

The Unfortunate Coconut Incident





  ‘A fool thinks himself to be wise, but a wise man knows himself to be a fool.’




  William Shakespeare




  By the time I started primary school I was ready for company, having recovered from the memory of that dreadful day at nursery school, and then the shock of Sarah’s departure. I had spent a long time staring out of the window as I listened to Persian radio and observed the various guests go about their business. It was a pleasant surprise to realise that I could share some of the day with peers my own age, and even run around outside. So I was glad to take my place at St Mary Abbots C of E infant school, tucked away in a discreet corner at the bottom of Church Street off High Street Kensington in west London. Unfortunately, it was never without angst.




  1971, Show and Tell.




  A teacher in a stylish pink trouser suit stood at the front of a small hall with two coconut shells, one in each hand. I was six years old, sitting on the floor in the back row. Most days I wore a white polo-necked jumper and sported wild untamed curls. My eyes were already shadowed with dark circles due to excess TV and anxious preoccupations regarding life on other planets.




  Miss Staples was in her late twenties, and possessed that mix of cuteness and respectability that seems to be characteristic of so many primary-school teachers. I remember her showing us these strange objects and, not recognising them, my mind began to wander. Perhaps Miss Staples might go shopping later? Or meet her fiancé? He was a man called Steve who sometimes collected her from school in his Morris Minor. He wore heavy sideburns and had feathery hair like David Cassidy. I once saw them in Kensington Gardens, pouring cups of tea from a tartan-patterned flask and sharing an apple, passing it back and forth between them and taking turns to bite. They also had a packet of Kit-Kats lying next to them on the rug. It seemed like the height of romantic bliss. On another occasion I saw them holding hands outside a newsagent. It was electrifying.




  ‘Does anyone know what these are?’




  A few swotty types raised their hands.




  ‘Coconuts!’




  ‘Yes, well done. Lovely, aren’t they?’




  The children who knew went ‘hmmmm’.




  I knew about apples, oranges and bananas. I even knew about pomegranates. I’d never heard the word ‘coconut’. I wondered if I’d ever get the chance to taste one. I listened intently.




  ‘Coconuts are a fruit. They have hard shells but at the centre there’s delicious coconut water, and white bits that are chewy and crunchy.’




  Miss Staples had a way with words. I imagined the taste of whipped cream flecked with pieces of ginger biscuits, and licked my lips.




  ‘These are coconut shells. Do you know what sound they make if you bang them together?’




  A hushed silence fell in the hall. It was a good question. If I had them in my possession, I’d definitely do something with those shells. My brain went into overdrive. ‘Stick the shells together and use it as a football?’ was the best I had, but I guessed Miss Staples wouldn’t respond to that idea, so I kept quiet.




  She asked again. ‘There must be someone who knows?’




  There wasn’t.




  ‘Well, if you hit the shells together, gently, it makes a “clopping” sound, like a horse trotting. Can you hear it?’




  The assemblage looked on in amazement. The perfect sound of a horse trotting filled the hall. Some children looked startled and twisted around to see if Black Beauty had appeared.




  ‘Does anyone want to come up and have a go?’




  I shot my arm up immediately. Miss Staples looked around the room to see who was capable. She pointed at a girl in the front row.




  ‘Ruth Stevens.’




  I was gutted but I understood why Ruth was chosen. All she ever did at break times was pretend to be a horse. Her commitment to horses was not in question. Ruth took the coconut shells, banged them in a rather perfunctory manner, but received a well-deserved round of applause.




  ‘Well done, Ruth! Anyone else like to have a go?’




  I threw my hand up, whispering passionately ‘please! please!’ but this time she chose a boy with glasses who didn’t even look like he cared. He banged the coconut shells, with very little heart in my opinion, though he also received encouraging applause and a beaming smile from Miss Staples. This felt wholly undeserved and my stomach churned in the face of the injustice.




  ‘We might have time for one more …’




  My arm went up. This time I decided to make eye contact with Miss Staples, trying to fix her gaze and show sincerity by impressing her with my cool and silent dignity.




  ‘Anyone else?’




  ‘ME!’ I screamed from the back. ‘ME! PLEASE!’




  ‘Well, Omid, seeing as you seem to really want to …’




  I remember wincing at this remark, knowing that it was slightly sarcastic and disrespectful. I let it go; as a six-year-old I’d learned to develop a thick skin to avoid chronic emotional breakdown. Besides, I was easily pleased. I was going to bang the shells in front of everyone and couldn’t wait. In truth, I was elated. I tried to conceal my irrepressible excitement, but I could feel my face heat up, as I walked past all the children on the floor and took centre stage.




  ‘Here you are.’ She handed over the shells, and I received them ceremoniously. I looked at the crowd, savouring the moment. I clopped the shells together and waited for the applause. My applause.




  But instead of applause, a roar came from my classmates. Laughter. I was horrified. Huge peals of laughter, children falling backwards and pointing. Confused, I looked up at Miss Staples for validation, for reassurance  … but even she seemed to be restraining herself from laughing.




  I had no idea what had just happened. I sat back down, humiliated. I felt like an alien. Worse, I thought I’d done something terribly wrong. Why did the others get applause but everyone laughed at me? Had I misunderstood what I was supposed to do? Had I missed some crucial nuance that was critical to mastering this simple task?




  It’s strange to think that, although I enjoyed being in the spotlight from a young age, I hated laughter as a child. Here it was aimed at me, towards me, and I was crushed. I sat down, hyperventilating and in a state of complete psychological disarray.




  I have no memory of what I actually did to provoke such hilarity. Perhaps it was a combination of the off-kilter rhythm of my clopping, the awkward horse movements, or the ecstatic glee on my face that provoked the uproar. It could also be that it was ‘just funny’.




  Sometimes funny is inexplicable.




  Sometimes funny is just funny.




  
CHAPTER FOUR

‘Iran, Ancestral Homeland’ – The Motherland





  ‘Ghorboonet beram.’




  Iranian saying




  I have heard this phrase repeated throughout my life. Its literal meaning translates as: ‘May my life be a sacrifice to yours.’ It may sound over-dramatic or even sentimental, but there is something so pure and unbridled in the Iranian psyche that whenever it is said, I have never truly doubted that it is meant wholeheartedly. Admittedly ‘ghorboonet beram’ is uttered across the whole gamut of social interactions – from heartbreaking airport farewells to expressing thanks for a cup of tea. But for me the ubiquitous usage of the phrase enhances rather than diminishes the levels of sincerity, and sums up the vitality of the Persian spirit.




  Iran currently seems to have the grisly distinction of boasting the most horrendous human rights record on the planet. My wish for the people of Iran is that they might reclaim in the eyes of the world their reputation for warmth, humanity, playfulness, generosity and a raucous sense of humour. All of which and more I encountered on my childhood visits to my ancestral homeland.




  When I returned from my first visit to Iran, aged two and a half, there was apparently a momentous scene when I spoke to my dad for the very first time. I had left London too young to be able to speak but had come back fluent in Farsi. I greeted my father at Heathrow with: ‘Daddy, man farsi yad gereftam’ (Daddy, I learned Farsi). My father was so overjoyed by this statement, and my perfect Tehran accent, that he repeated this anecdote indiscriminately for the next four decades as an example of my linguistic and cultural prowess. ‘Een rooza, zeeyad na’ (nowadays, not so much). My dad has a unique gift of stating the obvious with breathtaking tactlessness. I sat next to him as an adult during one of his many retellings of this incident, highlighting my cuteness as a child. He finished by pointing to my head and stomach, saying, ‘Chaghi o kachali kharabesh kard’ (fatness and baldness ruined him), followed by, ‘Az baski meekhoreh’ (it’s because he eats so much), then, ‘Maraze’ (it’s an illness).




  When we set out on this first trip to the land of my ancestors I was voted unanimously the ‘life and soul of the party’. I’ve struggled ever since to regain that status. I probably peaked too early. We were in Iran for my Uncle Parviz’s wedding. He was my mother’s youngest and best-looking brother, and his bride, Simine, was the archetypal Persian princess beauty. At one point during the wedding ceremony, apparently mesmerised by the bride and groom, I ran to the front of the room where they were about to exchange their vows. The golden couple beamed such a smile of film-star radiance that it stopped me in my tracks. The crowd murmured its delight, as Simine beckoned me to join her saying, ‘Beeya aziz’ (come here, darling). Family legend states that I laughed, fell over backwards in true slapstick style, jumped up hastily to rearrange my sailor suit and flew back to my seat on a wave of rapturous applause. My mother added the embellishment that I waved from my chair to acknowledge the crowd. In fact, I think it was her who did that.




  It’s fair to say, though, that despite being a fairly quiet child I craved the limelight from an early age. There is a picture of me somewhere, aged no more than about nine months old, smiling radiantly at the camera while everyone else is glued to the TV, gripped by the news that the Americans’ attempt at a soft landing on the moon by the spacecraft Surveyor 1 had been successful. I’ve been aware of the camera pretty much since I was six months old and yet I did my first Hollywood blockbuster when I was thirty-two. Go figure.




  Most people’s childhood photos portray a simply smaller yet still recognisable version of their current selves. In my case I’m not sure what went wrong. As a small child I was fair-skinned, curly haired and, dare I say it, impossibly cute. So much in fact that I was constantly cuddled, smothered, thrown around, bear-hugged and had my face pulled and twisted into all manner of contortions. Old home movies show me looking tense in the clutches of animated chatting adults, blissfully unaware of my desperate struggles to wrestle free.




  Memories of Iran on my subsequent trip there, three years later, are more detailed and tremendously vivid. The trip lasted three months and I went with my mother and siblings while my father stayed behind in London to work. In those days schools didn’t seem to query the long absences of children with overseas connections.




  After a flight during which the eager pilot alerted our attention to almost every European city we cruised over, I was yearning to disembark. Before I knew it, I found myself hurled into the air by my cousin Soheil. He was only twenty-two at the time, but already balding, burly and bespectacled. Soheil was in fact the eldest son of Ata and Baraz, at whose wedding my parents had first met. He had a manic smile and a frantic energy that left me breathless. With no baggage reclaim, the system for collecting suitcases was rather haphazard – exacerbated perhaps by friends and family surging onto the runway to help (you could do that in Iran in the seventies) while the plane taxied and came to a standstill. I remember feeling overwhelmed by the smell and atmosphere of this new country. Soheil greeted us with that semi cry we call ‘boghz’ in Iran (smiling whilst being on the verge of hysterical crying). I think at one point he was actually hyperventilating in an attempt to control his joy. I do remember how uncomfortable it felt to conduct a ‘getting to know you’ chat while being held aloft.




  ‘You’re back! Do you remember me?!’




  I didn’t, but against my better judgement I nodded yes.




  Feverish with excitement, he shrieked: ‘You do? What’s my name?!’




  Looking down at him from a great height, with the dim glow of the red sunset falling on the runway stretching out behind him and the sound of the plane’s engines winding down in my ears, I said:




  ‘Uncle Parviz?’




  His face changed immediately.




  ‘NO!’




  My heart sank.




  ‘Soheil! I’m Soheil!’ He looked offended and devastated and for a second I thought he was going to drop me. In actual fact he didn’t mind at all and it became apparent that my mother’s family had a particularly keen sense of melodrama. The subtext of this vignette, I later deciphered, went something like this: ‘If I didn’t know you and love you I’d kill you for not remembering me. But as we’re family I’ll let you off.’ He kept pretending to hit me then would start crying again in his state of ‘boghz’. The whole family were in fact nutty and unpredictable, and I was often rendered speechless in their presence. (I feel obliged to record that Soheil is now a highly respected knee surgeon living in California and is an extremely dignified and successful man, although he has never lost his infectious and volatile sense of joie de vivre. Having said that, I’m still a bit scared of him, mostly because of a genuine fear he might overwhelm me with his love and crush me to death by sitting on me.)




  We arrived at my grandparents’ house outside the city in a suburb of Tehran called Shemiran. Off the main road a short beaten track flanked by dense bushes led to a relatively small three-tiered house fronted by a huge garden. I’d heard about the garden. My heart pounded with excitement. It was actually the size of a football pitch with trees dotted about randomly, a pond in the middle, a large shed, and a massive open space where I imagined I could chase myself, shoot at myself and hide from myself. I often played alone. I wasn’t lonely, I just couldn’t cope with interruptions from my siblings when engaged in my personal fantasies. It disrupted the narrative. It was autumn and the trees gave off a reddish-brown hue, and the grass was thickly covered with fallen leaves. I saw dogs and shouted in English, ‘Mummy, doggies!’ She replied, ‘Vahshee’an’ (they’re wild), and sharply made me promise never to go near them.




  As we approached the front door, a tiny little pixie woman rushed out with a stick to shoo the dogs away from the drive. My mother ran to her and there was more hysterical hugging and sobbing. This was Sakineh, the housekeeper who had helped raise my mother. I was hugged too but I was distracted. Looking back at the raggedy Alsatians, now loitering in the distance, staring sadly back as if jealous of human family connections and resigned to a bitter life of pointless roaming and loneliness, I made a mental note to relieve them of their torment.




  My grandparents were happy to see me, but as grandchild no. 9 I instinctively knew I wasn’t a huge priority in the great scheme of things and sloped off as soon as I could. My brother and sister joined me and we played games like ‘Blind Man’s Buff’, ‘Follow my Leader’s Footsteps’ and ‘It’. We even walked around singing church songs we’d learned at school like ‘Michael Row the Boat Ashore, Halleluya’. I didn’t even know who this Michael was, but the song kept me connected to life in England, and I felt this was incredibly important. England was surrounded by water, after all, and rowing a boat ashore would make sense if our plane home had to make an emergency stop in France. Singing the song therefore became part of my personal discipline – a reminder to be on the alert for unexpected crises.




  As the days rolled on we met other Iranian children who lived in the area. They joined us and we all used the garden as a kind of adventure playground. Knowing we were from Britain they were keen to learn English. Linking arms and roaming around the garden we taught them 1970s pop songs. There were varying degrees of enthusiasm for this activity, based on the catchiness of the songs, and how much we all understood of the lyrics.




  The Jacksons always went down well. ‘ABC, 1, 2, 3’ was very easy to learn and appropriately educational. ‘Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on my Head’ from the film Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid was another favourite. The film had miraculously made it to Iran, and Robert Redford and Paul Newman were perceived as benign blond demi-gods. But the song that really got everyone going was ‘Kumbaya’. The kids thought ‘Kumbaya’ was a funny word and sang it enthusiastically in a faux-English haughty way. They even put special emphasis on the first syllable changing it to ‘kun’ as it meant ‘bottom’ in Farsi. They also changed the ‘baya’ to ‘beeya’, which in Farsi translates as ‘here you are’. Many an uproarious hour was spent striding around my grandfather’s garden with local Iranian kids all singing ‘Kun-beeya my Lord, kun-beeya’, with hands outstretched as if offering a detached pair of buttocks to a king. Satirical comedy doesn’t get much better than that.




  Our British loyalties were keenly observed by the other children, never more noticeably than when we defied our elders by welcoming the wild dogs into the garden. In true British fashion we named them and they became our dear faithful friends. Rover and Snoopy were two of the regulars but Hamlet and Reza (he looked more Iranian for some reason) joined intermittently. Obviously we kept our new friendships quiet because we knew we’d get into trouble if the adults found out. Dogs were seldom domesticated in Iran, but we felt a sense of expertise because we’d handled pets at friends’ houses in England. ‘Give them love and they’ll love you back’ my sister would prounounce sagely, and the Iranian kids marvelled at our skills. We became dog whisperers, stroking them, giving them bits of leftover kebab, interpreting their tail wagging and barking rhythms. It was a miracle that we didn’t get ripped to shreds. My brother even tried to place me on the back of one so I could imagine I was riding a horse. Hamlet put a stop to this by growling viciously. We all ran away in different directions, as did the dogs. Our mystic canine bubble had burst.




  As the weather turned cooler we stayed inside more. I have a distinct memory of being fed crushed bananas while watching Disney cartoons dubbed into Farsi. I observed the women of the house, who were industriously engaged in dressmaking, handicrafts, complex emotional conversations and elaborate cooking. The men appeared to be less active and tended to recline on the comfortable sofas, satiated and mammalian, snoring after heavy meals.




  We went to ‘mehmoonis’ (house parties) and generally socialised with a vast array of family members and friends. Looking back, I think my mother needed to feel reconnected with her family and to give her children a sense of their cultural heritage. By and large this is what happened, although not always in ways she would have expected  … 




  
CHAPTER FIVE

The Incredible Snowball Fight





  ‘Respond to every call that excites your spirit.’




  Rumi




  By the time December came, Tehran was hit with massive snowfalls. We were returning home from yet another lunch when we became stuck in a traffic jam caused by the snow. I was perched in the front seat with my mother, her arms perhaps holding me more tightly than usual because two nights earlier, I’d been fiddling unsupervised with one of the back doors, fascinated by the handle’s complicated design. Unfortunately, during this fiddling, I pressed the handle down too hard, whereupon it flung open at 70 miles an hour. The momentum it took to push the door open meant that I also went swinging outwards (no one wore seatbelts in those days). Those micro moments whizzing above the motorway seemed to last forever, as I was suspended in the air, floating desperately between the door and the tarmac. Thankfully, quick as a flash my mother had grabbed me by the collar and yanked me back with the fury of a lioness with a recalcitrant cub. A Keystone Cops-like episode followed, with uncles shouting, gesticulating and struggling to tame the flapping door as we bowled along. I must have been in shock because I wasn’t quite aware I was being told off. And it didn’t seem to occur to anyone that I hadn’t actually risked my life on purpose.




  ‘Why were you playing with the door?’




  ‘Dropping on the motorway, can you imagine?’




  ‘You be dead  … flat’ – my uncle making a sign with his hand denoting flat – ‘like Coyote in Looney Tune.’




  I’d never heard an uncle say ‘Looney Tunes’ before. I convulsed with laughter. Cartoons were my world, plus he forgot to pronounce the s. I didn’t otherwise respond to the admonishments, so a tutting and head-shaking discussion broke out about children being far ‘too curious’, probably due to an English education.




  After this incident, then, I accepted my current oppressive supervision in the front seat with my mother, despite feeling hot and uncomfortable in the steamed-up car. My mind began to wander. I imagined a massive snowball rolling along the street and gathering up all the stationary cars like a tornado. My brother tried to instigate an ‘I spy’ game but my uncles misunderstood and instead enacted scenes from French spy films they’d seen recently. This involved them raising their eyebrows, twirling their moustaches and reciting sentences in broken French, which my clever sister Roxana (who went on to become a bilingual French secretary) corrected, imperiously. This frustrated everyone, so it all ground to a halt. After some silence our attention turned to a young man who was sitting alone in an open-top jeep in the stationary line of cars nearby. He must have been about twenty-two and was shivering miserably. My mother said ‘ay beechareh’ (poor thing) and we all stared at him for a moment, speculating that he would definitely suffer from rheumatism in later life.




  Out of the blue, my brother Javid declared he was going to make a snowball and aim it at this young man. My mother protested ‘beechareh kari nakardeh’ (the poor thing’s done nothing). A hushed agreement descended in the car and we continued to sit in silence.




  A minute later Javid shouted, ‘Hala neegashkon!’ (look at him now!). We looked over and saw the man was, rather unfortunately, picking his nose in a most indelicate fashion. My uncles exclaimed, ‘Behaya’ (shameless), ‘Jeloyeh hameh!’ (in front of everyone!). By unanimous consent we agreed that my mother had been too hasty in curtailing my brother’s unprovoked attack. ‘PLEASE mum. Can I throw one?’ With the air of a queen having now tired of the court jester, my mother coolly assented and my uncle chipped in with ‘bezanesh’ (hit him). Javid immediately opened the window and started gathering snow from the roof.




  ‘Vasta!’ (wait!) my uncle exclaimed as we saw that the young man now appeared to be preening himself in the front mirror and examining his teeth. ‘Sabr kon’ (wait for it). The tension was killing us. My uncle was watching like a hawk. ‘Hala!’ (now!), he shouted, and Javid fired off his snowball. To our amazement it hit the guy smack between the ear and back of his head. The poor young man, now in shock, took a few seconds to process what had just happened. Feeling the snow trickle down his neck he looked back at us. We immediately snapped our heads forward, shunning culpability. Javid whispered: ‘He’s angry. He’s making a snowball. What do we do, what do we do?’




  My mother coolly instructed, ‘Panjareho beband’ (close the window).




  Bent on revenge the young man swung his arm back to lob a snowball at us. Suddenly, another snowball came flying in and hit him square in the face! The occupants of the car in front started laughing hysterically. A family, a bit like ours, had followed what was going on and decided to get in on the act. The young man, now furious, threw his snowball back at them and missed. Suddenly he got pelted again from yet another car behind him, whereupon my brother, getting ready for the next round, received a massive snowball in the face from a different direction. Some other people two cars in front had decided to join the party and had decided that our car was now overdue for a pelting.




  Shouting and scampering, people were now urgently getting out of their cars as a full-scale fight broke out. Rows upon rows of vehicles joined. The boy in the open-top jeep was getting smacked from all sides, snow exploding all around him like a white firework display. We, his original assailants, now feeling sorry for him, ardently fought back on his behalf. My mother, who had essentially started the whole thing, shouted out to ‘velesh kon!’ (leave him alone!) and began lobbing snowballs to defend him. She even got out of the car at one point and, dodging the flying handfuls of snow, proceeded to give the young man a spare scarf she’d found in the back of our car. People started honking their horns as if it were a street celebration of Iran having qualified for the World Cup. Within minutes the snowball fight had spread across ten rows of cars. Then Javid shouted to me ‘look!’ and I beheld an image now printed in my mind forever: as far as the eye could see, on a road as long at the Champs Élysées in Paris, hundreds of people were out of their cars, men, women and children, in a full-on, manic, gleeful, ecstatic, snowball battle. There was no hint of malice anywhere. It was a friendly but hard-fought battle; a battle wehad started.
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