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Dedication.

	 

	This story is entirely dedicated to God as a first fruit. 
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Episode One.

	 

	Early on a Monday morning, around 7 a.m in September 1996, my mother woke me up and reminded me that I would be starting school that day. At first, I felt so thrilled because I thought it was some sort of adventure. I didn't know what school was all about. Every morning I watched my older siblings take their baths and off, they went. They normally put on clothes that looked so strange to me.  It wasn't like the day-to-day attire I usually saw them wore. I asked my mother almost every day they left the house where they went and she always told me they went to school. 

	I felt left out.

	 I wanted to follow my siblings to school every morning. I didn't have the kind of clothes they wore at school.  Mine was different when my mother brought it out from the basket where my clothes were packed. It was new anyway. But it was the clothes I normally wore to a place where I saw human beings clapping, singing, and shouting.  It was later I got to know that that place was called a church.  I wondered why my mother was arranging my church wear for school.  I entered her room and inquired from her, and she told me I would be wearing it until I got my new school uniform.  School uniform? That sounded new to me. That was the name of the clothes I saw my older siblings wore every morning to school. She told me that. The highest place my father took me to was the marketplace. He was a trader. He sold bags of foodstuffs like Egwusi, Ogbono, pepper, and some other things.  My mother supported him In the market, I could see some people wearing the same clothes my older brothers wore to school. That made me think school was somewhere inside the marketplace. 

	How I love Agidi and bean cakes. Daddy would always get me those while I sat and watched the ocean of market men and women flooding the market area.

	"Remove your clothes" My  mother ordered me.

	She wanted to bathe me but I wanted to do it myself. I hardly hear her say that to my older siblings. They always locked themselves inside a small room and poured water on their bodies. I wanted to do that myself but Mum wouldn't allow me. I frowned. 

	"I said remove your clothes let me bathe you" she yelled.

	 "You are going to school with your brothers. I want them to register you in school today" she was still talking when she splashed some cold water on me. 

	I felt like running away because it was really cold. It rained heavily the previous night, and Mum used the rainwater that collected in that particular bucket on me.  She held my tiny arm muscle firmly and continued to pour water on me from my head, which streamed down to my toes.  After some time my body got used to the water and I began to enjoy it. She wiped my little body with the towel and told me to run inside the room. I jingled to the room; my room.

	 My older brothers were almost dressed and about to leave for school. I felt like shouting at my mother for allowing my bath to take so long.  Dee Rufus, our eldest brother, as we, the younger ones, fondly called him, had already relaxed his leather bag behind his back.  I feared he would leave me. Already, Mum said Rufus would be the one to register me in school. I didn't want to stay at home anymore so I was rushing my clothes when my big head stuck in the collar of my tiny polo-vest. I began to shout. The cloth covered my view. The next thing I saw was my mum forcing the shirt over my head. I took a deep breath after that. I nearly suffocated. 

	Outside the room, Dee Rufus and brother Tochi, our second eldest brother were growing impatient about waiting for me. My mother hung my newly bought A B C designer school bag over my shoulder with two pieces of Olympic 2A exercise books, a sharpener, and a long sharpened 2B pencil. I thought I was going to be using them not knowing it's for my immediate elder brother, Sopuru. His polythene bag that carried his books was almost torn apart. Mum insisted he must use them like that, complaining that she's tired of changing bags for Sopuru. No wonder Mum had to put his books in my bag. Guess what! Mum gave me what she called a slate; a rectangular-shaped wooden miniature board. She included two pieces of white finger-like solid substances inside the bag. She called them chalk. 

	Off, we left.

	After a long walk with my siblings, we came to the school; a nursery school. It was situated along Orji Community signboard, opposite the community market. It had no name at that time. The teacher stepped out of the large hall containing about fifteen pupils. She was the only teacher, the headteacher, and as well, Jack of all trade. She was a tall and huge woman. My siblings greeted her and she responded with a big smile. 

	"You're welcome" she said, pointing us to her office. Other children in the class room popped out their tiny heads looking at us. I hated crowds but I was confident because after all my siblings were there with me. So, nothing to panic about. 

	We all marched into her office. There was only one rubber stool probably meant for the visitors. Dee Rufus sat down first. Even the headteacher's seat was a wooden back chair that would shriek and growl like my father's twelve-inch spring bed each time she adjusted her fat buttocks on it. The rest of us stood.

	"How are your parents?"she  asked my elder brother. 

	"Fine. They are fine"  he said.

	 I wondered how this strange woman got to know about my parents at first. I decided I was going to ask my brother when we left there. She opened her note; A long book with a thick back cover. Later I understood it was called the school register. 

	"When is he getting his school uniform" she asked my sibling. I knew she was referring to me because I was looking very odd.

	"Maybe, by next week Monday." He replied.  She didn't look up. She was busy using a long plastic object to support her pen on the book while she made a line. I understood later that the material was called a Ruler or meter rule. 

	"What is his name?" she asked. My siblings looked at me, expecting me to talk. I was shocked because I didn't know how to answer her. I knew my name. But I was thinking there was an official way to do or say it in school other than just calling out my name to the headteacher the way my friends do call me. 

	"Nna, what is your name? Tell Aunty."  Ifeanyi, one of my elder brothers asked. My heart began to thump noisily.

	 I was going to cry. 

	"Achebe" I said. My eyes welled up with tears. Had I squeezed it tears would have dropped. The headteacher wrote it. 

	"Achebe who?" she asked with her lips rounded in a circular shape. 

	"Orie... Orie Achebe"  I stammered. It was easy for me to recall because my father taught me with my elder siblings about our family names. 

	"How old are you?" she asked again.

	I was growing so uneasy with my feelings. I didn't want to embarrass myself.  I couldn't talk because I had no idea what my age was. My mother had never said anything about that to me. 

	Age? That sounded so strange. I sensed the woman growing impatient with me and handed a white paper to my elder brother, who was sitting down. 

	"Please supply all the basic information about him so that I can enter it. I don't have time for all this. With time he will learn." She sounded very unsympathetic. I was feeling so terrible.  

	Ifeanyi quickly scribbled down something on the white paper and handed it over to her. 

	"Good."she said.  "Hope he's starting today"

	"Sure."my brother answered.

	"Shall we?" She gestured with her hand, and my siblings started leaving the room.   I thought we were going home.

	I felt a little relieved. 

	The next thing I saw was the woman holding my little arm firmly and was about to take me into the classroom where I could meet other children.  I held my brother's hand very tightly.  I didn't like the look on that woman's face. I was so scared. I hoped it wasnt what I was thinking. 

	"Achebe," my brother called me, "We will come for you when school dismisses.  Just follow Aunty Nkechi and join the others in the classroom."

	"Are you kidding me?" I thought. My eyes showed my disapproval of such an idea. 

	 I couldn't believe my ears. I never thought of this earlier. All the sorrows that had accrued in the trench of my heart boomeranged. I was struggling to let go of my hand from her grip, but it was too tight.  I felt like I was being dragged to hellfire.  We learned in the children's ministry that on the last day, the day of rapture, those who were not taken into the clouds would be held tightly by demons under their arms and dragged to hellfire. That thought immediately resurfaced when the headteacher held me that tightly.  I cried and fought with all my strength to let go, but this woman, instead, began to flog me more.  I cursed my siblings in my heart as they stood watching one woman design my body with a koboko.  I was rolling on the floor and she was still flogging me. 

	"Please Dee call my mummy...please call my mummy o! Tell her I don't want to go to school again...Aunty please..." I bellowed. 

	"Will you cry again?" she asked, showing me the cane as though if I had answered 'Yes' she would continue to flog me. I quickly answered "No"  thinking that would end the matter.

	"Oya stand up and enter class now."She said. I still insisted my brothers enter the classroom with me. That was what motivated me in the first place. Now they are leaving me to die in the arms of this stranger. 

	"Achebe stop crying...we will come for you after school okay." One of my brothers said. I didn't look at their faces to know which of them made that comment. I only turned to find Sopuru laughing at me. He was obviously taunting me. How could I have fallen for this trap?  I had thought. 

	After much struggle with the headteacher, she jerked me up by my two little arms into the classroom and forced my buttocks on a short pew already seated by other pupils. 

	"Are these not your fellow children?" said to me, panting and sweating under her armpit. I saw it. 

	"You want to go home and eat Fofo and Yam every day..." she was still talking when the pupils started laughing at me. I felt like fighting one of them sitting closer to me. Though, he looked older than me. Most of them in that classroom appeared even tinier than I was and some were very much older like my immediate elder brother, Sopuru. 

	I didn't notice the mucus that was dropping from my nose. All I could do was either snivel or lick the mucus that came across my lips. It tasted salty. 

	Mummy has beaten me several times about licking my mucus droplets. She said I should always clean them with the back of my hand or my clothes. But I forgot this instruction on several occasions and was compensated ruthlessly for it. 

	Soon, the headteacher was standing by the blackboard holding a piece of white chalk. She was somewhat taller than the blackboard. She would bend a little each time she wanted to write.

	"Let's continue from where we stopped." She said and continued. 

	My back was burning while I sat there. The strokes made me very uncomfortable. 

	"Who can spell APPLE?" she asked the class. 

	I haven't heard that word before. So I was hoping that question wasn't for me. The entire class raised their hands shouting, 

	"Aunty me...Aunty me..." 

	I think I was the only dull person that day. 

	Finally, Aunty pointed at the boy right behind me. I nearly defecated out my intestines thinking the question was directed to me. 

	Incredibly, the boy stood up and answered wrongly. I wondered why he was jumping up in the first place. He spelled APPLE to be ABU. I thought it was correct initially until Aunty shouted "shut up and sit down." 

	As if that wasn't enough, another boy sitting in the front row who received the appointment to answer threw another bomb. He spelled APPLE to be AEMUV, and guess what, he began to laugh and applaud himself. The teacher stood disappointed. I thought finally somebody got the answer. 

	"All of you sit down!" she barked and every sound died down like it never existed.

	"This is what I just thought you people before I left to attend to the newcomer here and yet none of you can bring an answer. Everybody kneel and raise your hands"

	I think I was the first person who went on my knees. I didnt want to receive the kind of flogging I got not up to fifteen minutes ago. My head began to ache and my body grew very hot. 

	Another tiny female voice answered from the back seat. 

	"Aunty...APPNE"  she said. Her intonation of L sounded like N. The teacher understood.

	"Who said that?" the teacher asked. I guessed everybody began to shake thinking somebody made another blunder that would intensify our punishment.

	"Who said that...?" she asked for the second time. 

	One boy sitting at the back stood and shouted, "Aunty, it's Precious that said it. It's not me o!"

	"Oya Precious come out here now." She ordered. Precious was already crying her eyes out by the time she came out. 

	"Clap for her, one..." she  said.

	"Kpam!"  Our hands sounded.

	"Two!"

	"Kpam! Kpam!" 

	"Good. Precious got the answer correctly. Now, everybody is going to knock on himself or herself.  You, the new boy..." she said to me. I looked at her. 

	"Sit down." She pointed at me with her cane.

	I did.

	"Everybody, give Precious a round of applause once again" she said. We all did. I thanked my stars for being a new pupil and wished to remain an everyday new pupil. But it ended sooner than I thought. 

	After school that day, the headteacher, Aunty Nkechi, called me and began to tell me how she was  related to my father. She explained to me how her grandmother descended from the same grandmother as my father but from their maternal home.  I didn't understand her explanation, but I believed her because her expression when she welcomed us in the morning gave a clue about her rapport with my family.

	Soon, my siblings arrived from school.  They came to pick me up. My heart melted on seeing them. I wanted to start crying all over again to make them understand how badly they treated me in the morning.  But I was encouraged immediately they handed a wrapped nylon bag to me. It contained a warm and soft stuff. I opened it, and it was my favorite: Jollof Agidi.  My eldest brother carried me on his shoulder and we headed for home. 

	Aunty Amarachi, who was our neighbor at home, came to pick up her baby sister, Precious.  It was then that I knew Precious, the girl who saved the entire class from punishment, was from the same neighborhood as I. 

	My faith increased.
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