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CHAPTER ONE

HAPPY BEGINNINGS
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The sun rose gently over the Ashford hills, spilling golden light through the tall windows of the family house. 

In the courtyard, the laughter of the children filled the air–three boys and three girls, each with their own little quirks and mischief. As the middle girl, I watched from the garden edge. My younger sister chased the boys, her tiny feet pounding the cobblestones. 

Even at that age, I could see the difference between us: I loved to learn, to ask questions, and to think beyond the games we played.

Before school, we had our morning chores.

My sisters and I carefully fed the chickens and watered the vegetables, making sure nothing was left undone. The boys grumbled about carrying water buckets, but eventually they joined in, their laughter mingling with the contented chicken clucking. Mother moved gracefully between the kitchen and the garden, her eyes tired but gentle, always keeping an eye on us. She smiled at me when our gazes met, a small gesture that always made me feel seen.

Breakfast was a simple affair: bread, eggs, and fresh fruits from the garden.

Mother moved with quiet efficiency, serving each of us while keeping an eye on the boy's antics.

“Focus, children,” she said gently, her voice soft but firm. “A busy day awaits, and you mustn't waste it.” I felt a small thrill of pride when Mother looked at me, a spark of recognition in her eyes.

I had already excelled in school, though none of the others seemed to match my drive. It was a fact that went unspoken, a quiet tension that hovered like the morning mist. I loved my family dearly, but I could feel the underlying difference—my mind raced faster, my thoughts deeper, and even as a child, I knew it.

After school, we continued our chores.

My sisters and I wiped the plates for dinner, while the boys swept the compound with determined grumbles. The vegetables were harvested, carefully laid out to be cleaned for our evening meal. I worked alongside my elder sister, Mara, sharing small stories of our day at school while trying not to notice the boys' teasing laughter. It was in these small, shared tasks that I felt the warmth of the family, even amid the quiet tensions.

Our father's return was always a shadow over our home.

Sometimes he would arrive late, around eleven at night, the smell of alcohol clinging to him.

Other nights, he did not return at all.

When he did come home, he often slumped in the chair, mumbling and unsteady. Mother would guide him gently to bed, her face tight with worry that we, as children, didn't fully understand. Even in these moments, I could feel the weight of responsibilities pressing on my shoulders. I was aware that life was not always fair, even in a house filled with love.

By the time the sun began to set, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, the house settled into a calm rhythm. The boys had finished sweeping, the plates were wiped, and the vegetables were ready for the evening meal. Mother sat in her chair, worn from the day but still smiling as she watched us trickle in. I shared the small victories of the day with her, the math problems I had solved, the stories I had imagined, little observations I had noticed in the garden.

There was a sense of harmony, of love woven through the chaos, but I felt it quietly—an awareness that life was fragile, that happiness was sometimes a delicate thing. The house was alive with laughter and warmth, yet I couldn't help but notice the small cracks: the spaces fatherleft by our absent , the tired eyes of our mother, and the quiet looks of my sisters and brothers that hinted at secrets yet unknown.

As night fell, I lay in bed, listening to the soft breathing of my siblings and the distant hum of the city beyond our garden walls. I closed my eyes, imagining the days to come, the schools I would attend, the stories I would write in my mind. In that quiet, I promised myself something: I would be strong, I would be strong, and I would protect the happiness of those I loved — even if life was not always unfair.

The next day was a rare break from school- it was the weekend, and we didn’t have classes. But rest was a luxury we didn’t often get. With the sun still low in the sky, Mara, my sister, and I made our way to the river. 

The boys had gone ahead to scout for fish, while my sister and I followed with our baskets, feeling the soft grass beneath my feet and the cool morning breeze on my face.

By the river, the world felt different. The water sparkled as it danced over smooth stones, birds chirped overhead, and the smell of wet earth mingled with the fresh scent of fish. We spent hours fishing, laughing when a fish slipped away, and cheering when we managed to catch a few.  Afterwards, we took off our shoes and waded into the shallow parts, swimming and splashing each other with the cold water, soaking our skin but filling us with joy.

Once our catch was ready, we gathered firewood from the garden, stacking it carefully for mother’s cooking. The fish we caught wasn’t just for dinner—it was also for Mother to sell at the market. The money she earned would buy essentials, and it was our way of contributing to the family.

Back at home, we cleaned the fish, scraping the scales and gutting them with careful hands. The aroma filled the kitchen, mixing the smell of vegetables, and for a moment, I felt proud of how we worked together. Vegetables alone had filled plates for so long, but today, fish would replace them, giving us a rare taste of meat. Beef and chicken were luxuries we could rarely afford, and so even this meal felt like a treasure.

As we prepared fish for the market, Mara whispered jokes to lighten the mood, and my quiet sister hummed a soft tune, moving with steady efficiency. The boys teased each other, but they also helped when needed, carrying the baskets or tending the fire. For all the hardships we faced, these small routines— fishing, swimming, cleaning, and preparing meals- were moments that shaped us. They taught responsibility, teamwork, and the importance of caring for each other, even when life was hard.

By the time the sun had climbed higher in the sky, the chores done, the fish were ready for the market, and we were tired but content. Sitting on the riverbank once more, I watched the water flow past and realized how much life had already demanded from us- and how much we already learned to give.

As the sun began to sink behind the hills, we gathered our baskets and headed home, tired but satisfied. The fish cleaned, the firewood stacked, and the garden left neat for the next day. I looked at my siblings, at Mara’s laughing eyes, the steady gaze of my little sister, and the boys’ playful grins, and I felt a surge of pride and hope. Life had not been easy, but in these small routines, in these simple joys and struggles, we were learning, growing, and preparing for a future none of us could yet imagine. And as night fell over our modest home, I felt a spark deep within me—a quiet flame that whispered of dreams yet to come, challenges to face, and a life waiting to be lived.
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