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THE WATER URN

CHAPTER ONE — THE SCHOOLHOUSE

It wasn’t the kind of urn ! that had a spigot so they tied a
tin cup ? to it with twine. The children would lower the cup down
into the water urn, and when it would fill with water, they’d pull
it up and drink from it - like a bucket in a well.

The taller children would fill the cup for the shorter ones.
At recess ¥ it was chaos * around the urn. The children would
climb all over? one another, yelling and screaming with laughter,
grabbing B the cup, spilling water everywhere and getting their
clothes all wet. The little ones would cry and start tattling, “Sir!
Sir! Esmaili poured water down my shirt!” or “Sir! Ahmadi
won’t let me have a drink!” or “Sir! He’s pulling on the twine'!
He’s going to break it!” or “I swear on my mother’s® life he’s
lying! Sir! I haven’t even gotten near the urn yet!”

Brandishing a switch!, Mr. Samadi would go after
them. “Very well, children. That’s enough water drinking and
pandemonium? for today. Go to class!”
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THE WATER URN

“Sir! May I speak? I’m thirsty. I still haven’t had a
drink.”

“Sir! I haven’t had a drink either!”

“Very well, whoever hasn’t had a drink yet, wait very
quietly in line. First graders, first.”

Esmaili, who was the oldest and tallest of all the
children, would stand by the urn' and give water cup by cup
to the others. The kids who didn’t have the patience to stand
in line for a drink, would stealthily slip out of the schoolyard
when Mr. Samadi wasn’t looking. They would go behind the
schoolhouse to the stream by the spring, and kneel over the
water by placing their hands either on a couple of rocks or on
the ground - like two columns holding them up - and then they
would lower their mouths down to the surface of the water) and
drink to their heart’s content from the pure, clear water rushing
out from among the wild mint? and herbs. Then they would
wipe their lips, chins and dripping®noses with their sleeves and
hurry back to the schoolyard. Mr. Samadi would stop them at
the gate:

“Where have you been?”
“We went to get a drink, sir.”

“Very well. This is your last time. If I ever see you
leave school without permission again, [ won’t let you back in.
Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Now get to class!”
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THE WATER URN

The children would fill the urn themselves. Every
morning, they would take turns filling an empty shortening tin'
with water at the edge of the stream. They would bring the water
back and pour it into the urn.

They had tied a rope around the neck of the urn and tied
it to the trunk of a sycamore tree in the corner of the playground
of the school. The children would make funny comments like,
“We’ve tied up the urn so it won’t run away.”

One morning when the children arrived at school, they
saw that the urn had a big crack in it and all the water had drained
out’. The drainage had formed a small path of water meandering
into the garden.

The urn looked like a short, rotund gentleman passed out
by a tree. The rope was tight around its neck, suffocating it - or
rather keeping it from falling over. The crack measured from
its neck down to its stomach, and then travelled down its side
and under it. Water was still slowly seeping out and trickling
down the side of the slab of stone underneath the urn, forming
a small stream that passed through the playground of the school
and ended in the garden.

The children gathered around the urn, each one was
saying something funny@ like “They have tormented this poor
urn so much, its little heart broke!” or “The urn was all by itself
last night, and then a wolf appeared and frightened it!” or “No
man! It drank so much water, it split open!”
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THE WATER URN

Mr. Samadi showed up. “What happened? Get out of the
way!”

Hassan Kazemi took a look at the urn, and watched Mr.
Samadi out of the corner of his eye. He put his hand in his pocket
and took a few steps backwards. He looked around' himself in
fear and worry, and then took off running toward the school gate.

Abdollahi jumped? into action, ran to the school gate
and caught Kazemi by the wrist, “Where? Where do you think
you’re going?”

He pulled him back over to Mr. Samadi. “Sir, I caught
him running away!”

“Why were you running away? Where were you going?”’

Kazemi held his pocket tightly and started pleading. “Sir,
I was afraid.”

“Afraid? What were you afraid of? You were afraid of
the urn?”

The children started laughing. Kazemi was about to cry®.

“Sir, sir! I swear I didn’t break the urn. I was just afraid
you would blame mel.”

“Why are you holding your pocket so tightly?” asked
Mr. Samadi, “Are you hiding* something in it?”

“It’s nothing, sir. It’s a slingshot®.”
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THE WATER URN

Mr. Samadi took the slingshot and seven or eight pebbles'
out of Kazemi’s pocket. The pebbles were smaller than walnuts,
but larger than hazelnuts?.

“You’ve really disgraced yourself, young man! So it is
you who has hit the urn and broken it! That’s why you were
running away?, right?”

“No, sir! I swear on my mother’s life, I didn’t hit the
urn. I was only targeting sparrows.” Crying, he took out a dead
sparrow from his other pocket. “See? Here is a dead sparrow to
prove it.”

“So then if you did not hit the urn with one of your
pebbles, why were you running away?”

“Because whenever something breaks, they blame it
on me. When you came by* the urn, Abdollahi and Jalali were
looking at me blamefully, and that scared me.”

Abdollahi said, “Sir, honestly I did not see him hit the
urn with his pebbles with my own eyes, but you never see him
without that slingshot. The sparrows know him well. When they
see him coming from afar, they make a fast get-away( and fly off
like bullets®.

“Sir, his aim is unbeatable!”
“Sir, we call him Hassan the Hunter.”

Crying, Kazemi said, “Sir, I didn’t hit the urn. And
anyway, would an urn break that easily if I had hit it? Sir, I'm
myself upset about the broken urn. I swear I didn’t break it.
They’re trying to ruin me(®.”
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THE WATER URN

The kids started laughing. Mr. Samadi took a knife out
of his pocket, cut up the bands' of the slingshot, then broke the
frame in half and threw it, along with the dead sparrow over
the school wall into Ramazan’s garden on the other side. “Don’t
ever let me see you with a slingshot again.”

“Yes, sir. But I didn’t break the urn. I’'m sure the water in
it froze last night and broke it.”

Ahmadi said, “Sir, it broke on its own. Sometimes that
happens. Last year we had a large jug. We went to sleep one
night and when we woke up the next morning, we saw that it had
cracked and broken on its own.”

Mr. Samadi inspected the crack in the urn, thought
a moment, and turned to the children, “Is there anyone in this
village who can repair this urn?()”

“May I speak, sir?”
“May I speak, sir?”
“Yes, you may speak, Kazemi. Do you know someone?”

“Sir, Gholam Hossein, Ahmad Ghanbari’s father knows
how to fix urns. Last year we had an urn we kept vinegar in that
broke and Ghanbari’s father came to fix it.”

Mr. Samadi called Ghanbari, “Go home and see if your
father is home. Tell him to come to the school immediately.”

“Sir, what if he’s not at home?”
“Just go. He might be home.”

Ghanbari handed his books and notebooks to Ebrahimi
and left the school.
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THE WATER URN

Mr. Samadi was giving dictation' to the first graders. The
fourth graders were on the playground, and their monitor? was
guardingthe school gate so that nobody would venture out. It
was close to noon when Ghanbari showed up, out of breath(.
“Sir, my father wasn’t home.”

“Why are you so late?”” said Mr. Samadi, annoyed.

“My house is very far away, sir. It’s down on the other
side of the village.”

“Where had your father gone?”

“He 1is at the north end of the village helping Yadollah
prep his garden today. I went to see him and told him our
principal needed him. He said he had a lot of work to do and
couldn’t come, but would come in a few days. I told him that
our school’s water urn was broken and the principal wanted him
to fix it. He said he had a lot of work to do and would come in a
few days. I said the water urn is broken and the principal wanted
him to fix it. He said not right now. I said....”

“Very well! Very well, I get the picture. Now go to class.
The students are having math class now.”

One of the children said, “Sir, his father won’t come.”
“Why won’t he come?”
“He won’t work for free®. He wants money.”

Ghanbari, who was walking out of the classroom,
overheard this and was ruffled. His face turned red®. He turned
around and said, “My father doesn’t care about money®! He was
busy, otherwise® he would have come. Tomorrow morning he’ll
come.”
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THE WATER URN

“We’ll see if he comes or not!”

Mr. Samadi said, “Now go to class.” And then he turned
to the person who had spoken behind® Ghanbari’s father’s back
and admonished him, “It’s not good for a person to gossip. Do
you understand?”

The fourth grade monitor appeared, “Sir, the children
want to go out.”

“What do they want to go out for?”

“They want to go to the stream and have a drink of water.
They’re thirsty.”

“Very well, let them go get a drink at the stream in a very
orderly' fashion. Watch them so that they don’t create a ruckus?,
Don’t let them push each other into the water or splash® each
other. And come back very soon.”

“Very well, sir.”

The monitor came back and looked around the
playground. It was empty. There were just a few sparrows
chirping in the courtyard, pecking at bits* on the ground. “Sir,
sir! They’re gone! The kids are gone!”

“Run fast! Run fast after them! Don’t let them cause any
trouble or push each other into the stream.”
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THE WATER URN

The monitor ran out of the schoolyard. When the master
was talking to the fourth-grade monitor, the children writing
dictation found an opportunity to peek(® at each other’s papers
and talk to each other.

“Hey! What’s going on with you people? Don’t peek at
each other’s work! Assadollahi, I’'m talking to you! Children!
Now write! Bat...at...cat...dad...bad...cab...”
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