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  Homework


  In Persia, the school year started in autumn. What we had in front of us were autumn and winter, the cruel seasons. This time of year made life hard for us boys. It was cold and dark. One or other of us was always too ill to even leave the house. This boy was then to be envied because he didn't have to go to school, but at the same time, none of us wanted to be ill and confined to bed. Our favourite pastime, playing football, was impossible while it was so cold. We had to get up while it was still dark, and we had to brush our teeth and get washed in the icy cold. After school we'd come home exhausted and hungry though we always felt a bit better after eating. Then we'd go outside and meet up with friends to find something interesting to do. After all, we only had about an hour to play out in the lane; nobody could stand being in the cold longer than this. If you haven't experienced it, you won't believe how cold it gets in Persia. But neither the cold nor the short days were really the worst.


  

  The worst was school. For me, school was an assemblage of boys running riot in a manner that was unbearable. It seemed to me that at school, they were taking all the liberties they weren't allowed at home. Punch-ups were going on all the time. Frequently, we witnessed situations a child isn't normally exposed to. I saw them smashing each other's heads against the wall, beating and kicking each other unconscious, and much more. I felt that all the aggression they'd had to swallow at home was bursting out of them here, where they could vent it on the weaker. Sometimes all it took was for you to look at one of them for a moment too long, and before you knew it, you'd be at the receiving end of their fists, getting a good beating. Split lips, black eyes, and bloody noses were the order of the day. Luckily, not everyone was like this, but it was all too easy to get drawn into a punch-up. I hated violence. At home, we had upheavals every day. My brothers were fighting all the time; they didn't even stop at going for each other with implements. As a small child, I had to witness things that even a grown-up wouldn't be able to cope with. Just like at home, my only option in school was to stand off to the side and wait for it all to pass in the hope of surviving the break in one piece. Unfortunately, this didn't always work; but that's another story.


  

  In year one, we had learned to read and write. The tasks we had to complete were manageable and our teachers were very caring ladies who lovingly prepared us for each of those tasks. We'd been told that we would stay together throughout primary school until year five, and that we would proceed together from year to year. This included the teachers. We had two lady teachers to instruct us in the various subjects. They were incredibly patient with us. Writing all these letters, drawing the numbers, and learning to count with the aid of our fingers; all of it was very exciting and exhausting. But they were so caring and affectionate in the way they explained everything to us that we were able to comprehend it. We liked them and they liked us. We were seven years old and the teachers were very young. It was like a first tentative experience for all concerned. The atmosphere in the classroom was lively, adventurous, and respectful. However, this changed at one stroke in year two. Literally.


  

  I remember that winter had clothed everything in white. Everything was frozen stiff. Following the icy cold of autumn, now we also had snow. We children loved the snow and counted the days until snow fell, but we had to concede that snow made life even harder for us. Snow had arrived much too early and we weren't able to play out anymore. Walking to school had turned into an ordeal. We always arrived at school blue from the cold, our shoes wet, our lips numb and frozen, and our noses running. As though all that wasn't bad enough, we then had to endure the so-called morning reception. We all had to stand in line starting with the smallest, and the tallest at the far end, which made it possible for all the grades to stand next to each other. This enabled us to be glared at condescendingly by the older pupils. Luckily, we no longer were the smallest; after all, we were proud second-years now. To our right were the first-years. I felt rather sorry for them. None of us was particularly keen to be at school, least of all in weather like this. Once the strange morning reception was over, we entered our classrooms, feeling half-dead. The classrooms were not the least bit warm. Our only source of heating was an oil-fired oven.


  

  What made all this bearable was the familiar presence of our trusted teachers. Caringly, they would ask about all the things we'd done and experienced during the summer. Each of us would talk about something nice. Our teachers were always happy to see us again, too. It has taken me countless years to comprehend what a teacher feels for his pupils. We may have hated school, but we loved our teachers who lovingly and gently taught us everything. Every day, we looked forward to seeing them. Some of us were secretly in love with one or other of them, although of course they'd never admit it, but we could tell. We each had different exercise books used for doing arithmetic or dictation. We had to write on each book whether it was for arithmetic or for dictation. We also had to write our year and the name of our teacher. Those among us who were in love had thought of a way of expressing their secret love and affection: they'd draw beautiful flowers around the teacher's name or stuck some kind of cut-out love emblems next to her name.


  

  One day after the usual morning reception ceremony we went into our classroom and waited for our lovely teacher. But she didn't arrive. We grew more and more anxious the longer we waited. Something was wrong. We started to discuss the matter, worrying where she might be, speculating what might have happened. Most of us thought she'd most likely fallen ill and would be back in a few days' time. We were so wrapped up in our discussions that we hadn't noticed how high the noise level in our classroom had risen. Eventually, the door opened and the headmaster came in. He was a bulky, brutal looking man. He had a round, hairy face. His hands were gigantic and powerful. His presence was so intimidating that we instantly ceased talking. Deathly silence fell. Nobody uttered a sound; we all stared at the headmaster. We'd never had anything to do with him before and didn't usually even see him. If one of us had to deal with him, that could only mean something bad. The fact that he had appeared in our classroom couldn't be good. We were petrified with fear. Then it got even worse when he pointed towards the door and said: "Children, from today you will have a new teacher. I should hope that you do not disappoint me, and that you will not make trouble. This is the teacher, Miss so-and-so."


  

  As she came through the door, we shuddered. She had long, straight, black hair and big brown eyes. Her eyes were very vigilant, watching us like the eyes of an eagle. There was something evil in her eyes. We hadn't ever come across anything like this before. She was like the evil witch from a fairy tale. I still have a class photo with her in it, and all those traits are easily recognizable.
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  Having issued his threats, the headmaster left the room, and she just kept standing there, watching us. Her gaze swept the room like a laser beam. I could clearly see how my classmates avoided her eyes. She so intimidated us, just by looking at us, that we knew our good days were irretrievably over. And although we were already turning into nervous wrecks she increased the pressure some more and finished her performance by saying:


  

  "Hello children. I am aware that you've been used to certain ways up until now, and that you've been given a lot of leeway because you're supposed to be innocent little children. Well, for me you are little boys who are future men. I will certainly not be gentle like the other teachers around here. Let's get one thing straight. Don't try to bullshit me. Don't take me for a fool and we'll get through this school year in one piece. Any questions?"


  



  We were scared. We all looked at each other and didn't know how to react. Sitting right next to me was the boy who lived next-door. We, too, looked at one another and were really scared. We always stuck together. Whenever we played another football team, we fought to defend our lane. We'd had quite a few adventures together. But this situation baffled us. The headmaster had warned us to cooperate with her and not to make trouble. Presumably, this meant that he didn't want to have to deal with disturbances or be advised of anything untoward from our classroom. The teacher disrupted my thoughts and said: "Very well. You have no questions. I'll just tell you one thing: my teaching method has always been successful. If I find out that one or other of you doesn't like my ways or that he's been complaining to his mummy, he's a sissy and a wimp. I keep strict discipline."


  

  At that point, she smiled a particular victorious smile that took our breath away. We knew that we were entirely at her mercy. We realized that any resistance would be futile. And where would we have gone to complain? She knew that she had the upper hand. Then again, my neighbourhood friend and I were quite rebellious, even though we were scared. But for the moment it looked as though we had no choice but to resign to our fate.


  Time passed and we slowly grew used to the way she talked to us, and how she treated us, which was very demeaning. She always made us feel that we were just stupid children and nothing would ever become of us.


  

  One day we were outside in the schoolyard for our break. We were very excited, having just completed a short game of football. As a result, I was very thirsty and kept drinking water. In the heat of the moment, I forgot to go to the toilet. When the end-of-break signal sounded, the children slowly made their way back to the schoolhouse. I ran to the toilets, but the others had been quicker and all the toilets were occupied. I waited and waited, but I couldn't get anyone to hurry up. Eventually, my friend came back and said: "Didn't you hear, break is over!" I said: "I absolutely have to go to the toilet first or I'll burst." He looked at me all scared and said: "Have you forgotten who our teacher is now? The witch is running things now and God help you if you aren't in class on time." He looked at me for a moment and ran off. I was too scared to risk having a run-in with her. I thought she wouldn't accept me coming into the classroom when she was already there, so I thought of asking her permission to go to the toilet. That seemed like a good and honest idea to me. And so I, too, ran into the schoolhouse.


  



  She arrived about a minute after me and, as always, we got up as a way of showing respect. My friend looked at me and moved his eyebrows up, breathed in deeply and, with his cheeks puffed out, breathed out again. This was to indicate that I'd managed just in the nick of time and that he was relieved it had gone all right this time. We smiled and sat down again. The door was directly to our left. We were sitting in the first row, right next to the blackboard. Luckily for us, her desk was right in the back, by the oven. Between her and us there were seven benches, each of which seated three pupils. Our neighbourhood was one of Teheran's deprived areas, inhabited only by the poor.


  

  The school was as you'd expect. We children were crowded into a small room with fourteen benches, that's forty-two children in one room. It wasn't easy to keep us in check, and there was always something going on. This annoyed the teacher very much.


  



  When she walked past us to go to her desk, I didn't dare ask her permission. When she'd sat down, there was some commotion in the class. The children began to talk amongst themselves when they saw that the teacher was digging through her bag, trying to work out what she should teach us next. I gathered all my courage and went to her. I was trembling all over. When she saw me, she asked in an exasperated voice what I wanted. I politely asked permission to quickly use the toilet. Baffled, she looked at me and said angrily: "I suppose you spent the break running about and now you want to leave the lesson for a second break. It's just getting better and better around here. Go and sit down!"


  

  I looked at her for a moment and wanted to say something, but courage deserted me when she looked up from her bag and stared at me with her eagle eyes full of irritation. I turned and went back to my place. I could feel her angry gaze on my back, and I could hear her mutter under her breath that my behaviour was outrageous.


  

  My bladder grew ever larger and so did the pressure. It was a nightmare, being so powerless in this situation. I was also trying very hard not to make a scene and not to draw attention to myself unnecessarily. And so I tried to act as normally as possible.


  

  The commotion in the classroom came to an abrupt end when she announced that we were to do a dictation now. This hit me like a bomb; I knew what this meant for me. Whenever we did a dictation exercise, the middle pupil of each bench had to sit on the floor and put his writing stuff on the bench. This was to prevent cheating. Having to do a dictation in that position was bad enough anyway, but to sit down there now, with my bladder full to bursting, was a disaster. I imagined how often she'd be repeating the sentences, so that all of us would be able to write them down. It was practically impossible for me to imagine myself sitting down there for the entire hour, in my current predicament. In order to be able to see us all, she walked up to the front and stood by the blackboard, explaining to us how the dictation would work.


  



  I took the opportunity to raise my hand to attract her attention. When she saw me she said in an exasperated voice: "You again. Now what is it?" Timidly I said that I really urgently needed to use the toilet. She looked at me and said: "And just how do you think that would work? Are we all supposed to wait until you get back? We're doing the dictation now. You'll just have to wait, which no doubt you can!"


  



  I wanted to say something but she raised her hand and said loudly: "Listen up everyone. The little Master here wants to go to the toilet. Should I allow this, just because he didn't manage to go during the break? Should we all have to wait for him to get back? If we do, dictation will take even longer and you'll probably lose your next break. Who is in favour of this boy going to the toilet?"


  

  I followed her gaze and looked around the classroom. Nobody dared to speak up. She waited for a moment and looked at me triumphantly. Then she said in an icy voice: "Go and sit down right now. You're a nuisance and I don't want to hear another word from you."


  



  In utter desperation, I went to sit down. I didn't know what to do. She noticed that I was still sitting on the bench and exasperatedly gestured for me to sit on the floor. That was the end. I couldn't understand why she wouldn't listen to me and why she wouldn't allow me to use the toilet. I had to move extremely slowly because my bladder prohibited practically all movement. Very carefully I slid off the bench and got on my feet.


  

  I placed my writing utensils on the bench. Now I was sitting on the floor between my two classmates. The boy who lived next-door to me said softly: "Squeeze your willie together, that always works, and you'll be able to hold it in for longer. Maybe that damn witch won't do a really long dictation." After he'd whispered this to me, he looked at me for a moment. I could tell from the way he looked at me that it would be very tough. Having to hold my bladder shut for such a long time was a totally new experience for me. It was unbelievably unpleasant. To this day I wonder how the teacher could ignore it. Sometimes I believe she simply wanted to demonstrate her absolute power and therefore would not give in to my request. Maybe she used it to show us how strict and unrelenting she was.


  



  She began the dictation in an easy manner, as though nothing at all had happened. I tried to concentrate on the dictation. My position and my posture down there on the floor made it impossible for me to be able to hold on any longer, and the moment came when I realized that my body was no longer obeying my will. It was now acting according to its own natural laws. As I realized this, I wanted to leap up and run out of the room. I knew I'd be subjected to her tirades and I didn't care if she'd beat me. Leaving the room without her permission was a great insult and guaranteed to have terrible consequences. But there was no other way. I placed my pencil on the exercise book and was about to make a last minute dash for it, but it was too late.


  



  My body had already taken over and was pushing the urine out of me. It hurt so much that I simply couldn't move. I tried to stem the flow, to pull myself together, and to run out of the room. But it was futile. Trembling, I simply had to wait for it to be over. My trousers and my shoes were full of urine. The wetness felt very uncomfortable; everything below my belt was dripping. I prayed to God that this would be the end of it and that nobody would notice, but the stench of urine slowly rose upwards. I didn't dare look up at the others, but I could clearly hear them sniffing repeatedly, which told me that they'd already smelled it. I was mortified but unable to move. It was still running out of me and there was nothing I could do about it. Unfortunately, it was about to get worse.


  



  I looked down and saw that a puddle of urine had formed around me. Horrified, I wanted to close my eyes, but then I saw that the urine wasn't going to stay there. It was slowly flowing towards the back of the classroom. Which was where the teacher was sitting, reading out her dictation. Slowly, the others realized that there was a stream of urine flowing beneath them. They started to mumble, trying to work out where it came from. I could fully understand their surprise. Who would expect someone to pass water right there in the classroom? The farther the urine flowed towards the window where the teacher was sitting, the more of my classmates discovered its unpleasant existence. Those who were, like me, sitting on the floor, were the first to notice and leaped up, horrified. At some point, the commotion reached the stage where the teacher realized that something was up in our row.


  Loudly, she said: "What's the matter? What are you muttering about? We're in the middle of dictation, damn it!" From where I was sitting, I could see her very clearly. I felt like a wild animal in hiding, just waiting to be found and killed. She looked to her right, just next to where she was sitting, to the benches where the commotion was. The children pointed to the urine on the floor. It had by now reached her, too. She just couldn't believe what she was seeing. She had such big eyes anyway, but now they were even bigger and gave her an air of malevolence that I have rarely seen since.


  



  She got up and looked under the first bench next to her. She found the urine trail and began to follow it, bench by bench, in our direction. I knew that I was as good as dead. There was no escape. I briefly considered bolting out of the classroom now but immediately abandoned the idea when I realized that my lower body was practically paralyzed. My abdomen felt as though it was on fire; my legs were wet and heavy. My skin began to burn; I wasn't able to move anymore. While she came closer, step by step, she demanded to know who had dared to use the classroom as his private toilet. Her voice loud and angry, she said: "It's better for that person to make himself known before I discover him myself."


  



  I've always had the courage and honesty to own up to whatever I'd done. As I was about to get up, my best friend, the one who lived next-door, beat me to it. Loudly, he proclaimed my name and pointed at me. He said: "Miss, it's him. He pissed himself."


  

  Even in the terrible state I was in I was utterly surprised by his betrayal. I have no idea why he did it. Maybe he was too scared of the teacher. I was so absolutely horrified by what he'd done that I temporarily forgot about the teacher standing there.


  



  But only for a moment. She stood there, her mouth agape, her eyes wide open. She put her hands on her hips, then gestured with her index finger for me to come out of there. She was annoyed already because of the disruption. And now, on top of that, because of me. She scolded me for moving so slowly. She had no idea of the pain I was in. My entire body felt stiff, as though it was made of stone. I never knew that such a condition existed until I experienced it for myself.


  



  When I was finally standing in front of her, she glared at me, furious. I thought, at least now she'll see that I didn't lie, and that I really needed the toilet very desperately. She looked at me for quite a while and slightly narrowed her eyes. Softly, she said: "I get it. You absolutely had to have it your own way. Oh yes. A real man doesn't take orders from a woman, right? But don't you worry, I'll teach you who you're dealing with."


  



  She slapped me hard across the face and gestured for me to leave the room. She turned to one of my classmates and said: "Go and get the caretaker. Tell him to bring his cleaning stuff." I left the room and didn't know what I was supposed to do. I just stood there by the door. Nobody paid me any attention. They all acted as though I'd committed a crime. After a while, the caretaker arrived and saw me standing there. He was large and had a round belly. He and his family were living rent-free in a three-room flat within the school, and he kept everything neat and tidy. He had a thin moustache that made him look strange. Annoyed, he asked me: "Did you throw up or what?" I looked at him and shook my head. Then he saw my trousers and shoes, and he said: "Oh no. Not that!" As he went in, I saw that my classmates had moved all the benches to the side so that the caretaker could clean everything up. They left the door open and they'd opened the big window, presumably to get rid of the stench.


  



  It was a terrible sight. I would have liked to be dead, to run away from school and never return. But I just stood there and watched it all. When everything had been cleaned up, I wanted to go back in again but my classmates told the teacher that the stink was unbearable and that they didn't want me there. The teacher told one of the boys to pack my stuff into my school bag and hand it to me. When he approached me with my stuff, I could tell that he was very angry with me. All of them were angry with me and glared at me, full of reproach. My friend from next-door didn't say a word. What could he have done? When my classmate had reached me with, the teacher said: "You bloody pisser, take your stuff and go home. Show your mother what you look like now. I'm sure she'll be so proud of you. We don't want that stink around here." The boy gave me my stuff and surreptitiously spat in my face. There was a kind of championship contest going on amongst the boys, about who could spit the farthest. This one was the best. He was able to eject a stream of spit through his front teeth without even opening his mouth. He didn't miss this time, either.
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  Leaving the classroom, I ran into the caretaker. He looked at me very reproachfully, so very reproachfully that all I could do was look down. He didn't like us children. We just meant work for him. As I went to walk past him, he looked around to make sure there was nobody watching. Then he kicked me hard in the butt. Totally surprised, I turned to look at him, and he pointed his finger at me and whispered angrily: "Piss this place up again and I'll cut your ears off. And don't you dare tell anyone." He walked on, still muttering angrily under his breath.


  



  Totally shocked, I left the school. What a weird feeling, to run through the school gate by myself. I felt like a leper, a pariah, shunned by his community, who now had to spend his life alone in the forest. I felt as though there was no way back. I kept thinking about everything I'd been through during the past few hours. Automatically, I was running towards home. Then I thought, I won't go home, I'll go someplace else, but I couldn't think where else to go. I tried to imagine what my mother was doing right now, and I was very worried about her reaction. This was the very first time I'd peed myself and I had no idea what would happen when I got home. And so I continued to run, not joyfully, playfully, and singing as usual but with my head lowered and my heart broken. I was filled with sadness and loneliness. I didn't even want to think about how my classmates would react to me in future. My best friend's betrayal had been a much worse blow for me than my teacher's behaviour. Instead of being ashamed that she'd refused me permission and so had caused the whole thing, she blamed me. Instead of sympathy, I was slapped, kicked, and spat at. I was so immersed in my sadness that I didn't notice at first that people were staring at me and laughing.


  



  Some were just shaking their heads. As I wondered about these reactions, I suddenly decided to look at my trousers. I was wearing light-coloured trousers. You could clearly see the urine stains. I was so deeply ashamed that I wished the earth would swallow me up. Then I realized that it wasn't time yet to see school children out on the street. I was at least two hours too early. People would know that this couldn't be good, and seeing the state of my trousers would be the final straw. Underpants and trousers were sticking to my burning skin. Having to run all the way home in this state was really extremely unpleasant.
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  When I got home, my mother opened the door and was totally surprised to see me, asking why I was home so early. I couldn't utter a sound; all I wanted was to be comforted. It was almost lunchtime and she was preparing the meal. When she repeated her question and still got no reply, she noticed the stains. She asked what was going on, and was I ill? I shook my head. "Then what?" she demanded. I stood with my head bowed. I was so ashamed I wanted to die.


  



  She was very surprised; nothing like this had ever happened to me before. I was always very responsible and neat. She didn't have to look after me because I always managed well by myself. And now this! There I was, filthy, reeking of urine, and in shock.


  

  Eventually I managed to say that I'd peed myself. I immediately added that it hadn't been my fault, but she still slapped me and wanted to know what I'd been thinking.


  



  I couldn't control myself any longer, walked past her and crawled into a corner, where I started to bawl my head off.


  



  After a while, she approached me and said: "You smell like a skunk. Get some water and wash yourself." I went to the toilet building in the yard. We had a kind of a jug there; in Persian it's called an "aftabeh". I was too proud and too vain to strip my clothes off in public, so I got undressed in the toilet, filled the aftabeh with water and poured it gingerly on my lower abdomen. My skin had been burning from the urine, now it was burning from the cold. I was so cold I thought I would pass out. I washed myself with the icy water and rubbed all traces of the urine from my skin.


  

  Then I put on the change of clothes I had taken from the wardrobe. I'd always been self-sufficient. I'd always looked after myself and had helped at home from a very early age. In such a male-dominated society, this wasn't something to be taken for granted. I had expected that I'd be given understanding and help here. But all I was given, wherever I turned, was rejection and a slapping.


  



  But the fuss at home didn't really get started until my brothers had learned what had happened. I don't know who told them. They taunted me, calling me "mummy's boy" and "little pisser". They had never liked me before, either. For example, they used to call me "bloody suck-up" when I told my mother that her food tasted wonderful. I used to always be the one to volunteer to do some of my mother's tasks, or for fetching bread. I was called "suck-up" and "mummy's pet" for that, too. As far as they were concerned, it was like this: I was the obedient son and they were the bad ones because they never did anything for the family. This, now, was their opportunity to get back at me, and they did. The next day at school, things continued to go from bad to worse. I knew some of my classmates who lived down other lanes. We had met playing football. We liked each other; there were never any problems between us. But that day, everything got bent out of shape. Bit by bit I heard from the others that the teacher had told them I'd done this on purpose, and that I hadn't shown any consideration for anybody else.


  

  She had told them all that I'd had insisted on having my own way at all costs because, like most men, I was macho and wouldn't listen to a woman. Slowly, I began to understand why my classmates, and even the caretaker, were so angry with me. She had actually managed to set them all against me.


  



  Days went by and slowly, the matter passed into oblivion. The initial hostile reaction against me grew less. But all the time there were occasions when she provoked, intimidated, and pressurized the other pupils, too. If anyone wasn't able to solve a task at the blackboard, he was immediately labelled a loser who would never amount to anything. We slowly got the impression that she had problems with men, which she wanted to take out on us boys. Our school was for boys only. At the time, there were no co-educational schools where boys and girls were taught together, except maybe for the very rich. And yet we had only lady teachers. Maybe this wasn't a coincidence, though; maybe it was meant to make it easier and more comfortable for us to start school. This had worked well during year one. We had never had any problems with any of the other lady teachers. The atmosphere in class had always been comfortable and lively. But with this one, a sinister and scary silence had descended upon the classroom.


  



  The days of winter slowly faded and spring came to the fore. We could tell by the way they behaved that the birds were looking forward to spring. They'd grown lively again, playful, and would soon be mating. All of this made us very happy. We knew that, very soon, we'd have completed another school year, and we were looking forward to the New Year's holidays. In Persia, the new year began on 21 March, and the last days of the old year and the first days of the new year were the New Year's holidays. Joyfully, we counted the days. The only thing that wrecked our joy was the homework. Most of the teachers took pity on us, not just for our class but also for the others. The friends we'd made from other classes while playing in the schoolyard told us that they, too, had been spared this work. The only teacher to continue terrorizing us mercilessly was this one woman, the one who constantly terrified us.


  



  Sadly, she didn't have mercy on us even for the New Year's holidays. Everyone knew how much we children were looking forward to this holiday. But she seemed to take pleasure in ruining our happiness and pushed us as much homework on us as never before. Presumably, she enjoyed her position of power. She gave us lots of writing for homework. This meant that we were forced to keep copying out whole sections of text, which meant that our New Year's holidays were as good as ruined. She had calculated it so that we'd have to do at least an hour of writing exercises a day. This was a problem even at a purely organisational level. She knew perfectly well that we, and our families, would be visiting relatives, some of whom lived in far-away towns. For us, there was now the constant pressure of having to remember our school things, of making sure we'd drag our schoolbag along wherever we were going. And she'd given us so much homework that our stress levels would remain high the entire time.


  



  But in the event, our protests counted for nothing. On the last school day before the holidays, she wrote on the blackboard in great detail just how many copies of which particular texts she'd expect from us. Then she wrote the same details into her book, the one she used to grade us.


  



  While the other teachers affectionately wished us happy New Year's holidays and hardly gave us any homework at all, this one took her leave of us by admonishing us: "Well children, the school year does not consist of school holidays but of school days. If you want to enjoy your New Year's holidays, be my guest, but don't you dare fail to complete your homework. Think of your leaving certificates!"
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  After these bitter words, the bell sounded. We leaped up screaming and ran out of the school. I thought, we are like wild horses let out to roam free after being penned up for a long time. We were so happy and joyful, dancing along. After we'd calmed down a little, those of us going in the same direction formed a small group. We talked about what our families had planned for the holidays. Suddenly one of them asked me: "Did you really do it on purpose? Did you really pee yourself to teach her a lesson?" I said: "Of course not. Why would you pee yourself to give a teacher a piece of your mind?" He wasn't really convinced and smiled at me. Then he said: "If you did do it on purpose, I think that's great. That bloody witch must be stopped." The others laughed and agreed. They clapped me on the shoulder as though I'd become their hero. I was amazed. One day I'm evil, and then I'm a hero. I joined in with their laughter and said: "I'm sure she'll think of many more things to wipe the floor with us." Just before we parted company, one of the boys said: "Saeed, be careful. I think she's got it in for you." And another one said: "I hope she won't teach our class next year." Another one yelled: "Maybe we'll be lucky and she won't come back after the New Year's holidays!"


  



  In hopes of this we said our goodbyes and wished each other a Happy New Year. As they went their separate ways, I stood for a moment and watched them. Everyone walked off in a different direction. I waited to see whether one of them would turn around to wave farewell, but they all were on their way and nobody turned around. I always had the feeling that some farewells are forever. However, I somehow hoped that we'd all meet again after the holidays. As far back as I can remember I have disliked farewells. I always felt sad when something good came to an end. I remember that I didn't like it when big celebrations ended. We had a large family and I was always at weddings and similar festivities. People were dancing and eating, and they were cheerful and happy. But in the end there was just a clean-up operation, and they all went their separate ways again. And now I was standing here, watching my classmates walk away, those same classmates who had wanted to lynch me some weeks ago and who, for days, had avoided me during break times like the plague. They'd excluded me from their schoolyard games and barely even talked to me. And now they felt that I was their hero.


  



  The final days of the year were always filled with excitement and the planning of festivities. My parents had to ensure there were sufficient sweets, snacks, and the like. We really had a huge family. It was an enormous challenge to look after all of them when they came to visit us for New Year's. Just making tea for them all was a feat in itself.


  



  However, we had a lot of support from the female visitors and were able to organize things well. For me, those days were a true challenge. It wasn't easy being the only son who helped with looking after the guests, and at the same time trying to get together with the other children of my own age whom I hadn't seen for a year.


  



  The visitors didn't all live in Teheran and sometimes, because of our close family ties we would go and visit them in their town or village. These journeys gave me many of the most wonderful moments of my life, for which I'll be eternally grateful. My mother's brother was one relative I loved very much. He was a high-ranking officer in a far-away town and lived with his family on a military base. We had three weeks of holidays. My parents had planned it so that we'd visit or receive our Teheran-based relatives during the first few days of holiday, and then would go to visit my uncle. The days of the New Year's celebration were very hectic, crammed full of appointments and visitors, and they passed quickly. When it was time to go to visit my uncle, I was worried that I wouldn't have enough time to do my homework, which is why I wanted to take my writing things with me. On an organisational level, this was a problem of space. There were seven of us children, and all of us wanted to take our school things. It was simply not possible to consider every one of us and to fulfil all our needs. My mother comforted me; she said we'd only be gone for a few days. We'd be back well in time for me to have at least a whole week to do my homework. I was satisfied with this and so I left my writing things at home. I was very grateful to my mother for such moments. She and her mother, whom we called "Naneh Chineh", were the only people that I allowed to comfort me. They were in fact the only people who ever comforted me at all.


  



  I was very much looking forward to seeing my uncle again. He had four daughters, with one of whom I had a very deep connection. But that's another story.


  

  When we arrived at my uncle's, we were made most welcome. Living outside of Teheran, they didn't get all that many visitors and were very happy to see us. The place where they lived had always provided extraordinary experiences for me. That's why I'd always had a special connection with the place. Whenever I was there, I was filled with blissful happiness even though it was just a military base built in the middle of the hot desert, surrounded by barbed wire fencing. Even though I was always by myself during these deeply poignant moments and couldn't share them with anyone, they were so intense that they made me feel as though I was in a daze.


  



  There were only ten days left of our holidays when we got there. When the time had come to leave again, there was a sudden change of plan. My parents, my uncle, and his wife had decided to visit some other relatives who lived even farther away. Although I very much liked this journey, all possible joy was destroyed by the sword of Damocles hanging over me in the shape of our teacher. She certainly had it in for me; she still assumed that, all those weeks ago, I had enforced my will on her. And now I was trapped; trapped by homework. As I learned about the change of plans, I turned as white as a sheet with fright. When my mother saw me, she laughed and asked what the matter was. I said: "Didn't you say we would go back home after a few days? If we go on this journey, I'll be back much too late. How am I supposed to do my homework?" She said: "What can I do? When all those adults have decided to do this, I can't just cancel it because of your homework. It can't be that bad, surely?" I replied: "Yes, she is that bad, and if I turn up without homework, she'll kill me. We're all afraid of her." She laughed and said: "I'm sure it won't be as bad as you claim. Don't exaggerate so much. We'll find a solution." And so I surrendered to my fate. I knew I was done for. And yet I still had a hope that maybe I'd be able to do this mass of homework in time.


  



  As we started our journey back to Teheran, there were only two days of holiday left. I was in such a state of panic and worry that I was unable to enjoy anything. The moment we got home, I made a dash for my homework. We didn't have a desk and had to do our homework on the floor. It really wasn't easy in our house to be able to concentrate on the homework. My six siblings couldn't understand what I was panicking about and had other things to do. Squabbling was of course normal, but now it really got to me because I was under such time pressure. We only had two rooms, one upstairs, and one downstairs. I constantly had to move from one room to the other to be able to do my homework because there were things going on all the time. Then there were the interruptions I had to put up with when I had to fetch the bread. It got even more difficult when the television was on. The New Year's programme was the best ever, and it was mean that I had to struggle my way through this stupid homework.


  



  To this day, the last day of these holidays is amongst the worst of my life. I was so behind with my homework, towards evening it became a clear and terrible certainty that I would not be able to complete it. I had to do twenty copies of a section of text and had only just managed eleven. This might be a very good effort for two days, but it would be unacceptable to the teacher. Night fell and everyone went to sleep. I asked for the light to be left on as I still had to do more writing, but understandably this was denied immediately. Who would want to sleep with the bright light on? I fetched an oil lamp that was much less bright. But that, too, was aggressively rejected. The only option left to me was to go upstairs, where my father slept by himself. I believe he did this so that he wouldn't wake us up in the mornings.


  

  I took my writing things and went upstairs, oil lamp in hand. It was cold and steadily growing colder. Writing on the floor was practically impossible. I went back downstairs and fetched my sleeping stuff, trying to be as quiet as possible to avoid getting slapped and yelled at. Back upstairs I immediately resumed my work. It was very strange for me not to go to sleep with my family. I was deadly tired and couldn't concentrate anymore. The alarm clock said three o'clock. I'd never stayed awake this late; I was a nervous wreck.


  



  I counted the number of exercises I had copied so far, and they were still not enough. Five copies were missing. I knew I was done for. I realized that it was totally impossible to complete this now. And so I started to think about a possible other solution. My initial idea was to tell her in all honesty how it had come about that I'd not been able to complete the homework. This I had to discard immediately since I could count on all sorts of things from her, but sympathy wasn't one of them. I had never known her to be gentle, affectionate, or sympathetic. For our other teachers, this would have been normal; they always gave us the opportunity to make good. But not this one. She just loved to give us a hard time.


  



  While I was pondering my hopeless situation, I flicked back through the exercises to count again just how many were missing. That's when I noticed that I had already copied this section out before. These exercises had been cancelled by the teacher with a red line. In my desperation, I thought of erasing these red lines and making out that these copies were part of the current homework. I was so tired that I could barely keep my eyes open. I erased her red lines from the last five copies and prayed that she wouldn't notice.
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  Someone kept shaking me and calling my name. As I slowly regained consciousness, I recognized my older sister who was trying to wake me up. I was lying under the blanket on top of my writing things, still clutching my biro. As soon as I was awake, my worries were as immediate as those of a nightmare. My siblings were all looking forward to school and to meeting up with their friends. But I was overwhelmed with worry and not feeling at all well. Going to school felt like voluntarily walking to my own execution. None of the others could understand why I was in such a state. My brothers laughed at me for being too lazy and leaving it to the last minute to do my homework. Also, they thought it was hilarious that I'd fallen asleep on top of my writing things. They had no idea of the kind of hell I was going through. I wasn't really present at breakfast; in my mind, I was already in school. Breakfast felt like the last meal before execution. I would have loved to pretend to be ill so that I could stay home, but I'd never been any good at lying. And so I accepted my fate and walked out of the house.



  



  On my way to school I ran into my school friends, all of whom were looking forward to going back. I couldn't share their joy and just wanted for this day to be over as quickly as possible. When we'd reached our classroom, they all chatted excitedly and told each other about their New Year's holidays. I sat there quietly, awaiting my fate. We could hear all the other classrooms on our floor quietening down. This meant that their teachers had arrived. We were wondering what had happened to ours. I prayed to God that she'd been somehow detained and wasn't going to come today. This would have given me another day to finish the remaining homework. The more time passed, the happier I became. I even started to talk and laugh with the other boys. We were chatting away happily when the door opened and we all leaped up. I turned, and I saw her. I got such a fright that I had to gasp for air. She came in and scrutinized us for a long moment. I didn't dare look at her and kept staring at the blackboard. She walked past us to her desk and dryly said: "Sit down. I had something to discuss with the headmaster and you're making a racket like a yard full of chickens. It's women that talk too much, my foot!"
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  There she was again, as bad tempered and sarcastic as ever. We were used to our other teachers always asking us, after the weekend, what we'd been up to. They were happy to see us and cared about making school pleasant for us. But with this particular teacher, that was absolutely unthinkable. As she sat down, she pulled out her pen and called out: "So, children, take your homework out and put it on my desk. We're starting with this row next to me." She was referring to our row. The three boys from the last bench in our row stood by her desk and waited their turn. I could see how she crossed everything out to mark the homework as read. The closer it came to our bench, the more nervous we became. When it was our turn, we approached her desk and stood in line. In front of me was the last boy from the previous bench. When she was done with him, he went and I stood in front of her. This was when I meant to confess to her that my homework wasn't quite finished. But right at that moment, I was unable to utter a word. I was trembling all over. For a split second, I felt as though I was having a nightmare and would wake up any moment now, in my cosy bed. Looking at her confirmed that the nightmare was happening for real. She glared at me for a moment as she took my exercise book from me. I guess she could tell straight away that something wasn't right. She started to leaf through the exercise book, looking for the start of the homework. Then she began to cross everything out with well-practised strokes. She'd started where I'd erased her red lines from the previous time. She carried on for some more pages. I breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn't noticed. Right at that moment she stopped. She went back a few pages, then forward again. She glared at me through narrowed eyes. She went back to my exercise book and leafed back and forth some more. Then she glared at me again and furiously breathed out through her nose, with her lips pressed together and her eyes narrowed like slits.


  



  The others were chatting and didn't pay any attention to what was happening at her desk. She called for them all to be quiet. She said she had an important announcement to make. Loudly, she said: "Look at this midget. He doesn't only piss in his pants but he's also a smartass. He actually thinks he can fool me with his cheap tricks. He's erased my cross-out lines from the previous homework to deceive me." I explained to her that our journey had unexpectedly taken longer than planned and that it hadn't been my fault. She didn't appear the slightest bit impressed. She asked me whether I was right-handed. When I nodded, she gestured for me to put out my right hand. My hands are small, even nowadays; back then, aged eight, they were tiny. I braced myself for her beating my palms with a stick; this was a common type of punishment in those days. But she took my right hand and started to squash it with her hand. She was hurting me on purpose to punish me. Then she decided that it wasn't enough, and she let go of my hand for a moment. She turned her spiky rings so that the spikes faced inwards. Then she took my hand and squeezed again. I've always been too proud to cry in front of others. Also, I wasn't used to anyone caring, and so I had lots of practice in keeping my pain to myself, and coping with it on my own.


  

  While she squeezed my hand harder and harder, her rings pushed deeper and deeper into my hand. She kept watching me while she increased the pressure. I was writhing in agony but would not utter a sound. Unlike the other children I would not beg for mercy, and I would not apologize. Eventually she gave up and said sarcastically: "I see, we are too proud and manly to cry." I thought it was over and she would finally let me go, but then she said to put my hand out again. When I hesitated, she yelled: "Hurry up!" I put out my left hand. She shook her head and said: "Oh no, we're not done yet. Give me your right hand." Reluctantly, I put out my right hand. By now I wasn't the only one who was anxiously wondering what she was going to do. In the classroom, a deathly hush had fallen and everyone was watching closely what she would do next. She appeared to enjoy being the centre of attention and having the opportunity to teach a cautionary lesson to all the children. I was trembling all over with fear and pain. Her rings had spiky ornamentation that had pierced my skin. My hand was trembling uncontrollably.


  



  She held my hand horizontally, palm down, and with her other hand placed pencils vertically between my fingers. At first, I didn't understand what she was doing. Then she started to squeeze my hand together. The pencils between my fingers caused so much pain I almost fainted. She kept watching me with relish and waited for me to give up and start to cry. But I wouldn't. This made her even angrier and she increased the pressure a lot more. When she realized that I still wouldn't give up, she moved the pencils up towards my fingertips. When she started to squeeze again I could hear the pencils rub against the bones of my fingers. My hands and fingers weren't just small, but they were also bony.


  



  I was bent double with pain, biting my other hand, and still she would not give up. She squeezed harder and harder and kept watching me. Eventually I realized that she wouldn't even stop short of breaking my fingers, and something told me that this mustn't be allowed to happen. And I gave in to the pain and started to cry, so that she could have her success and I could save my hand. Right at that moment, the pencils between my fingers broke and fell apart. She let go of my hand and put her face right up close to mine. She said: "See, you little pisser, you can't always win. Go on; try again to make a fool out of me. I'll make you kiss the hot stove next. Now get out of my sight!"


  



  As I turned around and walked back to my place there was a deadly silence. Everyone was staring at me with their eyes wide open. They just couldn't believe what they'd just witnessed. They were frightened like animals at the slaughterhouse. From behind me, I heard her threaten anyone who'd try to trick her. She said: "Let this be a lesson to you all. This time, it was the hand. Next time, you'll have to kiss the hot stove."


  



  I couldn't feel my right hand anymore. When I'd sat down, it was business as usual, after several requests from the teacher. The classmates who shared my bench wanted to see my hand but I hid it in my left armpit. After a while, I took the hand out and couldn't believe what I saw. Everything was stuck together. There were splinters of pencil and flakes of paint everywhere. Little splinters of wood were deeply embedded in the skin everywhere. My fingers were stuck together so that my fingertips had melded into one finger. Where she'd stuck the pencils, they had left gaps between the fingers so that you'd be able to push pencils through, even though the fingertips were stuck together. I didn't dare try to separate them. I was worried that my fingers might be broken and decided to wait. After a while, I started to move them. Each movement hurt so badly that I felt sick. The hand pulsated and trembled like crazy with the pain. I attempted to blow my nose with my left hand, which wasn't easy. Still, I was relieved that it was all over now and I could put it behind me. Eventually, the bell rang and we could go out into the yard.
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  I couldn't move my hand properly and tried to wash it with water, but the cold water didn't make it better, either. I knew that I would have to move my fingers. I was scared that they would stay stuck together, that I'd never be able to use my hand properly again. I began to move each finger; the pain was excruciating. After a while, I could feel my hand again, but it took a while before there was a feeling of warmth in my fingers, and I could pull them farther apart and remove the paint and splinters from the pencils. My classmates looked at my hand and were horrified. The hand was swollen and blue. Some shook their heads, some furiously spat on the floor, and others called her names so nasty that I don't want to repeat them. They were extremely furious with the teacher and they felt sorry for me. In their eyes I could read an underlying admiration. Maybe they thought I'd done it on purpose again, to get a rise out of her. Or maybe they admired the way I had put up with this hellish pain.



  



  When the bell sounded I went back into the classroom. I wasn't able to write with my right hand anymore. I tried to ignore the constant pain but this was impossible. When our other teacher entered the classroom, we got up and she said, in her friendly way: "Sit down, children. Well, how was your New Year's break?" Nobody said anything. She had no idea what had been happening just a few minutes ago and so couldn't understand why we were all so quiet, even traumatized.


  

  Someone eventually started to talk about the holidays and all the things they'd done, then the others joined in. I tried to forget about what had happened to me and wanted to join in, too.


  

  Slowly, the cheerful aspect of my nature came through. I listened attentively and was able to see my classmates' tales in images. It's always been my way to see images of whatever people were talking about. I didn't just hear the words but I also saw the images. In this manner, I got to visit all sorts of states, towns, and regions. The empire of Persia has many wonderful, diverse, and oftentimes contrasting landscapes that one simply had to experience. I remembered a tunnel we always drove through when we went north to the Caspian Sea for our holiday. Coming from the south, where everything was arid, stony and hot, we got out on the other side after twenty minutes, and all was gloriously green, overflowing with plants and mountains full of trees. I was still thinking of our last holiday when all of a sudden everyone stopped talking.


  

  I wondered what was going on and looked at my classmates. All of them were turned towards the door. There was the caretaker. It was quite unusual anyway for someone to open the door during class. But this was really strange because it was the caretaker standing in the doorway. If the caretaker opened the door during class, there was always an important reason, usually a bad reason. He apologized for the disruption and said: "The headmaster wants to see Habibzadeh in his office immediately." At that moment, all eyes turned from the caretaker towards me. They didn't only look at me; they stared at me with fear in their eyes. Some few grinned spitefully. Everyone knew that, if the headmaster wanted to see someone in his office, that person was as good as dead. My classmates and I looked at each other questioningly, wondering what this was all about.


  



  I got up and went to the door. I turned and looked at our teacher whom I liked very much. She liked me too and couldn't understand what was going on. The caretaker closed the door behind us and said: "Don't forget. You'd better not tell anyone!" He went upstairs and I went downstairs. The headmaster's office was in the basement. I'd never seen the inside of his office. We had practically nothing to do with him, which is why I could barely remember what he looked like. When I'd reached his door and was about to knock, I heard that he was talking with someone. He said: "Believe me, it's what's best for him. I have experience with those like him. The sooner we intervene the better." I knocked and entered, and was totally surprised to see my mother. I looked at her questioningly. She and I had a very close and intense relationship. She understood me and I understood her. But at this moment, as I looked at her, she would not return my gaze and turned her back to me. For a moment I wondered whether this really was my mother. My mother always gave me a smile whenever I looked at her. The headmaster was standing behind his desk and then came towards me. He was very big; he looked like a lorry driver. His hair was short and bushy. He had very big, unbelievably powerful hands. His hairy face completed the image of something threatening, but in the guise of a headmaster.
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  When he was standing in front of me, he looked me in the eyes and told me to look at him. His eyes were terrible and angry. He gave off a kind of brutality that even surpassed that of my brothers. He kept glaring at me angrily for a while, then he turned around. He placed his hands together behind his back. Then he began to pace up and down between me and his desk. He came towards me, then moved away again. Whenever he'd reached me, he lifted his index finger and uttered threats. While continuing to come towards me and move away again, he said: "Saeed, you have disappointed us very badly. You've always been a good boy who never gave any trouble. This has been confirmed by your teachers and your mother. But lately, you've taken liberties that we do not wish to tolerate. You've pissed in the classroom as a protest, and now this. You actually and seriously attempted to trick your new teacher by presenting cancelled homework as new homework, and you thought you could get away with it. You are now eight years old and it may be that this is just a little thing for you." Looking at my mother, he continued: "But such a little thing will in time grow into something big. The Persian saying 'A thief of eggs will eventually become a thief of camels' exists for good reason. This is why you'll receive a punishment you won't forget in a hurry." He said this after he had just turned in front of me. Then something happened.
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  It took me some seconds to organize my cognitive faculties. I felt sick, everything went black in front of my eyes, and I couldn't hear anything. This seemed strange because I had a memory of being in the headmaster's office right now. Now I was so very far away. Slowly, an indistinct image began to appear before my eyes. I recognized particular patterns repeating again and again. They were symmetrical. Then I realized that I was looking at mosaic stones that seemed to make up the floor. I wondered why I was looking at the floor. Then I saw my hand holding the floor away from me. I couldn't understand at first, but then I realized that my weight was resting on this hand, and I noticed that my hand had at the last moment prevented my face slamming on the stone floor. I turned my head to figure out where I was, and I realized that I was still in the headmaster's office, and that I was lying on the floor. For a moment, I felt ashamed because I thought I might have fallen asleep. I had no sense of space and time.


  



  As I unsteadily got up again, I saw many lights and stars. Everything was spinning. I couldn't concentrate my eyes on anything because I couldn't get a fix on the images. One of the images was the headmaster standing directly in front of me, slowly lowering his right hand. As the images slowed, I understood that he had hit me. I had a terrible headache and felt as though I was about to throw up. From far away, I heard his voice, threatening me: "This time, you've only just managed to avoid being expelled, but if you ever do something like this again, I'll throw you out of the school and you'll never learn to read or write and you'll end up living like a road sweeper. And now get out of here!"


  



  I looked at my mother, who I had thought of as my embodiment of comfort, my most trusted person. She turned her head towards him and said nothing. Unsteadily, my legs carried me out of the office. They felt as though they were quite detached from me, I couldn't feel them and looked down at them in amazement. I saw my legs move but could not feel them. I wasn't just stunned; I was also completely disoriented. Waves of black kept rising up before my eyes and I kept having to lean against the wall for a moment to wait for it to pass.


  

  Then I slowly walked on. I didn't know anymore where our classroom was or how many flights of stairs I had to walk up. Things were still spinning around me, my head hurt and I felt sick. I sat down on the stairs and tried to calm down and regain some clarity. After a while I noticed a salty taste in my mouth. Gingerly, I probed the inside of my mouth with a finger. There was blood on my finger. My left cheek had slammed so hard onto my molars that it had split and was bleeding. There was more and more blood in my mouth. I either had to swallow it or go and wash it out.


  

  I got up and slowly walked in the direction of the yard so that I could wash. I almost passed out again when I did that. I realized that if I walked very slowly I could actually move without feeling as though I'd pass out. An eternity later I reached the water taps and spat out the blood. There was quite a lot of it. When I rinsed my mouth out, I could see blood slowly dripping from my nose, too. I prayed that the bleeding would stop so that I could return to class quickly. Because now I had a bad reputation and couldn't allow myself any more mistakes. I blew my nose to get rid of the blood and waited a moment to see whether the nose was still bleeding. Then I went on my way.


  



  Walking along, I began to think about everything and to review it all in my mind's eye. I understood that the teacher had expected me to complain about her, and so she'd made sure that she got there first. She knew that, in comparison to a teacher, we boys would have no credibility. The gap in my memory was slowly filling in again. I saw how the headmaster hit the left side of my face so hard with his right hand that my legs gave way under me and I was thrown to the right, onto the floor. I could recall looking at him one moment, and the next moment at the floor. But the very worst was the fact that my mother had done nothing to defend me. She knew that I was innocent. She knew me. She knew that I was honest and decent and not given to cheating. But she said nothing. Even when I'd turned to her, she had moved her head away.


  

  This was the first time that I'd felt so completely lonely, deserted, and betrayed. I was very shocked about the teacher and the headmaster. But all that was as nothing compared to my mother's betrayal.


  



  When I'd managed to remember where I had to go, I went upstairs and knocked on the classroom door. The class was buzzing with noise and activity. I could hear from where I was standing outside that they were practising an arithmetic exercise. I realized they couldn't hear my knocking and so I opened the door. I saw one of my classmates at the blackboard, trying to solve an arithmetic problem. The others had formed small groups and were very busy with the same problem. When they saw me, they grew very quiet. A terrible silence fell within just a few seconds. They were all staring at me yet again, wide-eyed. I lowered my head and walked to my place. The classmates I shared a bench with got up to let me pass. They, as well as the rest of the class, couldn't take their eyes off me. Our friendly teacher appeared in front of me a few seconds later and asked: "What on earth happened to you, Saeed? Were you in a fight?" She looked around her for a moment, then asked: "Did you go to see the headmaster? Did he hit you?" I knew that, if I were to open my mouth, I would dissolve into tears, which was exactly what I didn't want to do.


  

  She kept looking at me and repeated the question. I nodded my head. She seemed to be extremely upset. She gave me a little handkerchief she took from her bag and examined my face. She turned my head this way and that. She said: "This is no good. You'll have to wash this. You're bleeding from your mouth, from your nose, and from your left ear." I was so shocked I couldn't speak. My left eye appeared to be slowly swelling shut; I realized that I couldn't see properly with this eye anymore. She sent me out of the room and back into the yard. I washed everything again and tried to look as normal as possible. But it just got worse and worse, as I could tell from the reactions I got from my classmates and my teacher. When I'd sat down, she came over to me again and asked how I was feeling. I had a lump in my throat and could barely talk. I swallowed my sadness down and said softly: "I feel sick and I have a bad headache." She looked at me with concern and said: "Shouldn't we have someone call your mother, so she can come and collect you?" I said: "She was there." She looked at me in amazement and asked: "Where?" I said: "The headmaster's office." She apparently still wasn't sure she'd heard me correctly, and she asked again: "You mean your mother was there, in the headmaster's office, when you went to see him?" I nodded. She stood there and couldn't believe it. She thought for a moment and then she said: "Come, my boy. Take your things and go home. It'll be better if you go and get some rest." I shrunk back and said: "No, I'd rather stay here. If I go home now, the headmaster will be even more angry with me." She looked at me, horrified and sad. I think she had never seen me so frightened. She also seemed very angry and shocked. She picked up my things and led me out of the classroom. Outside, she said kindly: "Just go home now. You don't look well. Your nose and your left ear are still bleeding. There's blood on your teeth and the left side of your face is starting to swell. Go home and just lie down for a while. Promise me that you'll tell your mother if you feel nauseous, so she can take you to the doctor's. OK?"


  

  Seeing the fear in my eyes, she said: "Don't be frightened. If anyone asks, just tell them that I've sent you home. I'd like to see anyone who would dare send you back here!" She smiled briefly. Her smile vanished quickly and I could see how worried she was. I nodded and took my school bag from her. She hugged me briefly and quickly stroked my head. She said: "Everything always turns out well. Just have some patience." I looked at her and said: "Thank you." Then I turned and slowly walked down the stairs. I could feel that she was standing there, watching me with concern. When I'd reached the floor below, I heard the door close again. The stairs seemed incredibly long. Whereas I'd never even noticed them before when we'd practically flown up and down them, I now walked like an old man who was worried about falling over.


  



  Leaving the school premises, I felt like a leper again. I felt humiliated, degraded, and abused. My mother had always been the epitome of care and safety. But now I didn't know why I should want to go near her. She was standing right there when the headmaster hit me in the face. She had witnessed me lying on the floor totally traumatized, looking at her. But she turned away. For the first time, I had seen her completely indifferent. I kept wondering where I could go instead of going home.


  

  While walking along, I realized that I could only go home, that I had nowhere else to go. If I'd been able to think of an alternative, I would have gone there instead. My home had ceased to exist for me since the moment the headmaster had hit me. At that very instant, my mother had become a stranger to me, a woman who had betrayed and deserted me. Who'd need a mother like that? My whole concept of the world had been shattered with this blow. The headmaster, formerly a person of authority, had become a villain who hadn't even once bothered to ask me why I'd done what I'd done, he'd just beaten me. And my mother was as good as dead for me. I suddenly no longer had a school or a mother. Aside from my older sister whom I loved very much, nobody cared about me at all. My mother had disappeared from my heart, and my entire family had disappeared with her.


  



  Eventually I reached home. My mother opened the door for me and was totally surprised to see me. She started to scold me again, saying: "Why are you back already? You aren't due back for another two hours. Have you run away from school?" I didn't feel like talking, especially not with her. She kept on asking and going on my nerves. Exasperated and hurting inside, I told her that the good teacher had sent me home. She wanted to know why. I didn't want to talk anymore; I showed her the left side of my face, and my teeth. She was holding a spoon in her hand; it clattered onto the floor. She wanted to comfort me and came towards me to take a closer look at my face. I flinched. I didn't want to be touched by her, not by her. She backed off for a moment; she wasn't used to me reacting like this. I was always the only obedient son in the family and I'd always done what was expected of me. I'd always fulfilled her wishes with all my heart and soul; I always went to her and made tea for her, lit her cigarillos, and was always there for her. And when I was in need of tenderness, comfort, love, and sympathy, I went to snuggle up to her. But now I didn't want her to touch me. I believe she only started to think about the entire matter at that moment. But I didn't care. It was I who had to bear all this. They'd abused me for things that were outside of my control. It just wasn't right, and my mother had been a part of it.


  



  School continued as usual, as though nothing had happened. The bad teacher had won; even my mother was on her side. To this day I can remember the gleam of triumph in the teacher's eyes when she looked at me. I could see gloating and self-satisfaction in her vicious eyes. She felt powerful and mighty and kept threatening that she'd force us to kiss the hot stove and stick pencils between our fingers.


  



  Some days passed. The relationship between me and my mother was tarnished. I avoided her whenever possible. She knew I was different and she sensed that something had gone wrong.


  



  One day during class, things kicked off again with the bad teacher. As ever, she was in a bad mood and was looking for an outlet to let off steam. She pointed at me and yelled: "You there, the little cheat, you're in for it now!" I wanted to run out of the classroom but she grabbed me and threw me towards the hot stove and forced me to kiss the stove. I struggled and yelled with all my might. She started to shake me, more and more violently. Trying to escape, I turned around. And at that moment, the hot stove and the teacher suddenly disappeared. I came to and realized I'd had a dream. My mother, who was lying right next to me, had heard me scream and had woken me up. Her hand was still on me, shaking me, as I awoke.


  



  I was still trembling and in a state of shock. She wanted to know what my dream had been about. I told her not just about my dream, but everything the teacher had done. My mother hadn't known that, before I'd been called to the headmaster, I had already been punished by the teacher, and that the teacher had told the headmaster that she'd leave punishment to him. My mother hadn't noticed that my right hand was bent and injured. She wanted to know exactly how the teacher had punished me. I told her of the day when I'd come home after peeing myself, and why this had happened. I also told her of my encounter with the caretaker. She realized only then what I had been through that day, and it affected her deeply. She was very upset and she started to cry quietly. She was obviously very distressed. I think she felt that she had been conned and lied to. For the first time, she felt sorry for me. She asked me: "Why didn't you tell me about the teacher's punishment?" I said: "I didn't get the chance. They called me out to the headmaster's office during the following lesson." "And why didn't you tell me afterwards?" she wanted to know. I explained that I felt she wouldn't support me and she wouldn't even believe me. Thoughtfully, she nodded. She told me: "The headmaster threatened to award bad marks and to have you expelled and wouldn't accept my explanation about us coming back from our holiday travels much later than planned. And who knows what the teacher told him!" She thought for a moment and said: "Go back to sleep and don't worry. Things will be different from now on. I promise!"


  



  She hugged me and pulled me close. And yet, something was still different. I could not feel peaceful inside and couldn't accept her tenderness. Tiredness claimed me and I disappeared. The next day, I prepared to go to school after breakfast, but my mother said: "Not today. I'm coming with you today. I want to set some things straight. But you'll need to wait. I've some things to do here first. Then we'll go to school. Together."


  

  She took about two hours to finish up. Then we went to school. We arrived just as the first break was over. The boys must have wondered where I had gotten to. My mother walked straight into the headmaster's office and immediately started to shout at him. My mother has always been a very quiet and patient person. But when she was angry, nothing would stop her and she would be enraged and furious. Nevertheless I was shocked to see her shouting at the almighty headmaster until he ended up stammering, trying to calm her down. She laid into him, calling both him and the teacher names that made me blush. I had no idea my mother even knew such words. At the end, she said: "Did you know that this bitch told the children she'd force them to kiss the hot stove? Did you know that bloody witch put pencils between my child's fingers and squeezed his hand until the pencils broke?" She grabbed my hand and showed the parts that were still blue. Then she shouted even louder: "What kind of a devilish psychopath does something like that, and what kind of a crappy headmaster are you that you don't even know that your moron of a caretaker kicked my son and threatened to cut his ears off? Just because he didn't get permission to go to the toilet and ended up peeing himself. You bloody lowlife trash, if any of you dare lay a finger on my child again, you'll have me to answer to. Trust me, it's better if you deal with the bitch of a teacher who almost broke my son's fingers!"


  



  I stood there with my mouth open and my eyes wide and I just couldn't believe it. I wondered how this could be the same mother that had been standing here a week ago. Now the headmaster was standing there with his head lowered and nothing to say. Trembling with rage, my mother took my hand and said: "Come, Saeed, we're going." She looked at the headmaster and raised her voice again: "We're going home! You're having a day off, away from these psychopaths!"


  



  When we were outside she saw the caretaker. I tried to hold her back but she pulled away and immediately went for him. He must have heard the yelling, and also heard her screaming about him. When he saw my mother, he was as pale as the wall and started to run away. My mother ran after him for a few paces and shouted: "You touch my child again, you bloody lowlife, and it'll be me cutting something off of you, and it won't be your ear!"

  I stood again with my mouth agape and just couldn't stop being amazed. A teacher was peering out of one of the classrooms, looking scared. When my mother saw her, she asked whether this was the psychopath, but unfortunately I had to say no. She took my hand, looked around for a moment, and we went towards the exit.


  



  Our school was not large. I'm sure that as she was shouting so loudly, everyone in school must have heard her. The entire school was totally silent; there was not a single sound to be heard. By the time we'd reached the yard, all the pupils as well as their teachers were looking out the windows. I looked back and saw more faces than ever before. I laughed because it looked so unbelievably funny, but also because I was so happy. I felt loved and cared for again. I told my mother about everyone watching, and she smiled briefly and turned around. Then she laughed and said to me:


  

  "I guess they'll treat you somewhat differently now, don't you think?" I laughed and said: "Yes, I think so too. I think the headmaster very nearly pissed in his office!" She laughed and said: "The caretaker certainly did, the bloody lowlife!" I held on to her hand and kissed it, filled with gratitude and love. She said: "I will never desert you again." Tears ran down my cheeks. Yes, I cried cheerfully. Happy and dancing, we went home.


  



  In class the next day, we were waiting for the bad teacher. But she didn't come. My classmates told me that my mother's shouting had been heard all across the school. One of them laughingly said: "The nasty witch was here with us and she was as white as a sheet. She looked so scared, you would never have believed it!" The others agreed with him and excitedly told their versions of the story. The entire class was crowded around me and wanted me to tell them everything about my mother wiping the floor with the headmaster. When I started to tell them, they were restless and eager. They were so glad and so excited that they just started to applaud with joy right in the middle of my story. We were so wrapped up in my tale that we didn't notice the teacher arriving until she was standing next to us, listening. It was the lovely teacher, the one I liked very much. Everyone went to sit down. She asked what had happened yesterday and wanted to know the background.


  



  I began to tell the story, starting with the day the other teacher had not given me permission to go to the toilet. She listened very attentively, as did my classmates. They hung on my every word as though hearing the story for the first time. I could see the remorse in some of those who had treated me badly and betrayed me. The bad teacher had turned them against me. I could tell by looking at the good teacher that she seemed somehow happy. I couldn't quite understand her smile. I could see in the eyes of the other boys that they regarded me as a hero, someone who'd fought against injustice for all of them.


  Eventually, our teacher told us that the teachers had also had problems with her. She had caused upset in the other classes, too. She said: "I never liked this woman right from the start. None of us did." For a moment, she looked at all of us and said: "Thanks to Saeed's mother she will never again give you too much homework, and she'll never again refuse you permission to go to the toilet." She smiled at us and said: "She's been suspended and she'll never be allowed to teach again."


  



  [image: Freudentanz]



  



  All the children looked at each other for a moment. Then they slowly began to cheer. They looked at each other and laughed with all their might. The teacher joined in. They shrieked with joy and were very happy. Some whistled while others hugged one another. I saw some of them crying. They kept looking at me every so often with admiration in their eyes, also with gratitude and great relief. When our eyes met, they nodded respectfully and showed me their joy and gratitude. I felt like a brave hero. I knew that our suffering had ended and that the bad teacher would never again be able to hurt a child. It was a marvellous day. A day of victory over injustice. The good teacher was taking over from the suspended one and would lovingly accompany us throughout the remainder of the school year.


  



  When the last bell of the day sounded, we all ran, as usual, screaming from our classroom and out of school, as though our life depended on it. But unlike usual, some of my classmates wanted to shake my hand. I thought they just wanted to say goodbye to me. But in fact they wanted to say thank-you. In their eyes I was the hero who had taken on the witch right from the start. They refused to believe that I hadn't set out to do this. For them I was the liberator, the brave hero who had taken on the might of the oppressor. As they took their leave one by one, there were only those of us left who were going in the same direction. My friend who lived next-door wasn't able to utter a sound and kept avoiding my gaze. I do believe that he regretted stabbing me in the back, but he just could not manage to say he was sorry. And so this betrayal remained in place, without a pardon and without a new beginning. I neither liked nor trusted him anymore. That day, our friendship broke forever. I asked my teacher to change places and she agreed for me to move to the first bench on the other side. I was made very welcome there. My former friend and I never spoke to each other again.

  

  That evening, as we went to sleep, I told my mother everything. It was because of her that the machinations of the bad teacher had come out into the open and that she would never again be able to hurt a child. I told her: "You should have seen the faces of those boys. I've never seen them so happy. Without your courageous intervention this would never have happened." She smiled and said: "It was you who had to pay the bitter price for this, not me. You are my brave son and you have truly done your homework very well!" And I said: "And you are my good mother whom I love dearly." She looked at me and said: "Don't forget. I will never desert you again. Not ever."


  



  We snuggled together and closed our eyes. I was still smiling. I kept thinking of the happy faces of those boys. And I thought:


  

  What a wonderful feeling to never again have to put up with something so evil. What a wonderful feeling to never have to see my friends frightened again.


  



  What a wonderful feeling to see my friends happy for ever and ever. I cried...
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