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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:
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