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Disclaimer; 

Names of characters and locations have been changed to protect the identities of the people involved. All stories contained in this publication are based on actual events.  
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“There are three things that can’t be hidden for long; the sun, the moon, and the truth.” – Buddha.


A Mother’s Sacrifice

I

“You need to come in right now and put on something warm. It’s getting chilly.” Peris directed.

“But mom, I’m not feeling cold.” Faiza protested.

“Can you quit trying to argue with me and do as you are told?” Was Peris’ stern response.

“Okay mom, I’m coming...... I’m coming...!” Faiza replied half-heartedly as she caved in to her mother’s unpopular demand. She was quick to realize there was no talking herself out of this. 

Faiza was having so much fun with the neighborhood kids; the last thing she wanted was to interrupt the last few minutes of play just before dusk set in. She was aware that once she got into the house to put on a jacket, it was game over. Her mom would definitely not allow her to get back outside. So, as any bright kid would do, Faiza tried to postpone the inevitable for the longest time possible. But her mom was having none of it and had no plans to budge from where she stood next to the open space the kids were playing – arms akimbo.

Finally, Faiza relented and dashed into the house, which was about 100 meters from where the action was, with her mom in tow. 

Peris and her only child, Faiza, who was 10 years of age, had a special kind of relationship. Mother and daughter did not live together, and only enjoyed each other’s company over the school holidays. When schools reopened, Faiza lived with her father, Issa, about 400kms away from the city. This was an arrangement Peris detested. Like most mothers, if it was entirely up to her, she would have preferred to be with her daughter at all times. 

However, a peculiar set of circumstances had left her with little choice but to consent to this odd arrangement – for the sake of her daughter. 

Twelve years prior, a much younger, inexperienced, and naïve Peris visualized Issa as her knight in shining armor the instant the two laid eyes on each other while still in college. A meeting that was facilitated by a mutual friend. Peris was in her first year pursuing a fashion design and beauty course, while Issa was completing his mechanical engineering diploma. The pair soon discovered they had a strong chemistry, and shared so much in common despite possessing totally different personalities.

Peris and her clan had an overprotective upbringing. Out of a family of five, which comprised of two sisters, a brother, and her parents, Peris was the lastborn. Her parents were heavily involved in their local church, raised their kids in a strict, conservative, Christian environment, and were strong proponents of ‘spare the rod, spoil the child’ style of parenting. The cane featured prominently in their lives and was regularly used to straighten out the kids whenever their folks even caught a whiff of behavior that went against their instructions, societal norms, Christian teachings, or beliefs.   

Every aspect of the kids’ lives growing up was closely monitored, ranging from where they could go, who they associated with, down to their schooling life, and academic performance. Going to church every Sunday was mandatory, unless a member of the family was fighting for their life in the intensive care unit of a hospital somewhere. Only then, could the church probably come to them. Since the home environment did not lean towards a democracy, the kids were mostly meant to be seen, not heard, which led Peris to develop a guarded and cagey personality in life. She built Walls of Jericho around her. 

Most people who met Peris for the first time often got the impression she was snobbish, or probably aloof; but that was because she rarely opened up to strangers. But for those who took the time to get to know her better, they quickly realized she was feisty, a solid, valuable, and reliable friend to have in their corner – and she was also blessed with a big heart. 

Issa, on the other hand, came from a large polygamous family of 20 kids. His father had three wives. Issa’s mother was the second wife. Coming from such a large family, Issa learned early in life that it was necessary to fight for attention, and also to get whatever you wanted. It was survival for the fittest, literally. There was cutthroat competition all around him for almost anything, and everything. Growing up in such a crowded environment transformed Issa into a go-getter. He was also bubbly, opinionated, persuasive, a skilled orator, self-confident, independent, resourceful, and a determined young man. 

Due to the lax parental control often associated with large families, Issa became street-smart very early in life. He was good at reading people; their characters, intentions, which helped him become a master manipulator. He could easily warm himself into people’s psyche, pull at their heartstrings, quickly win over strangers into seeing things his way, and influence them to gladly carry out his bidding. 

It is these opposite personality traits that proved to be a magnet and largely responsible for the attraction that led Issa and Peris to gravitate towards each other. Any trait that lacked in either one of them, was more than adequately compensated for in the other. 

When their relationship became public knowledge, both sets of parents were unanimously up in arms. Religion was the divisive factor that bred the strong opposition. Issa came from a devout Muslim background, Peris was Christian. According to their respective sets of parents, this amounted to an attempt to mix oil and water – an effort that was deemed futile.  

But love is no respecter of religions, creeds, races, tribes, nationalities, or any other schismatic boundaries, real or imagined, created by humans. As the opposition forces would soon find out – to their utter dismay.

Before the onslaught and hullabaloo surrounding their relationship began, Issa and Peris would have probably had some form of courtship, and tire of each other after sometime. But the antagonism only increased their defiance and drew them even closer. 

Their love for each other grew in leaps and bounds within a shorter time than usual. The strong negative responses their relationship elicited by their kin actually fanned the flames, and ultimately fast-tracked the process. 

Peris’ father stopped paying his daughter’s college fees in protest to what he termed an ‘unholy’ union. In an act of rebellion, Peris fled home and moved in with Issa in his one-roomed shack. Although by this time Issa had graduated college, he was yet to gain meaningful employment. 

Her dad almost suffered a heart attack after this development. He had expected his move to discontinue paying college fees would force Peris to seriously reconsider her decision, come to her senses, show remorse, and abandon the relationship altogether. Instead, it had the opposite effect; he was left with egg on his face, and estranged from his beloved daughter. 

The power of love prevailed on this occasion. 

II

Two years down the line, Peris and Issa had made some major strides. Issa had a steady job at a factory, as a maintenance supervisor. Additionally, the couple had upgraded from their one-room shack to a decent three-bedroom apartment, and had welcomed a new member of the family – Faiza. Also, by this time, Peris’ family had cut all ties. 

According to them, she had brought shame to the family by getting married to Issa, a Muslim, and going against the wishes of the family’s patriarch – an act of treason considered unforgivable.

When Faiza was a year old, Issa informed Peris they had to travel upcountry and take part in a traditional ceremony, in which the highlight would be Issa’s grandmother and aunties giving Faiza her first haircut. In some communities, this event is called mundan. 

“What’s the significance?” Peris was curious about this tradition and ceremony she was hearing for the first time. 

“It bestows blessings on kids, which enables them to enjoy long and prosperous lives. Also, it gets rid of negativity, a form of cleansing, a rite that officially accepts the babies into the family, and approves our relationship as well.” Issa informed her. 

However, he left out one very important detail that would later prove crucial and come back to haunt the gullible Peris.

The date was set; plans were made to travel to Issa’s hometown in the western part of the country, and the material day eventually arrived.

On that chosen Saturday, the sleepy village that was Issa’s home, sprung to life. A festive mood hung over the entire area. Singing and ululations from the women filled the air and could be heard for miles; food was in plenty, while drinks flowed freely. 

When the time came, Issa’s grandma assisted by his aunties had the honor of shaving Faiza’s first hair, which also marked the climax of the ceremony. 

Later that evening, the adults sat under a starry sky around a huge bonfire, sipping traditional brew and chatting, until the wee hours of the morning. 

The following day, which was Sunday, Issa, Peris, and Faiza, travelled back to the city in readiness for the busy week ahead. They were exhausted, but happy their weekend in the village had turned out better than they had anticipated, and the ceremony would be the talk of the town for a long time to come.

Issa’s and Peris’ marriage was generally like any other couples. They had their ups and downs, but always managed to weather any storm that threatened, and ride the wave during good times. 

When Faiza was three years old, her educational journey officially took off in earnest and she was enrolled in baby class, which was meant to be a precursor to kindergarten the next year. It laid the foundation for the subsequent years of school life. This is also the time Issa and Peris differed on a major issue for the first time. 

Peris felt that since Faiza was all prepped for school, it offered her the opportunity to complete her beauty and fashion course which had been unceremoniously cut short by her dad when she got involved with Issa. On the other hand, Issa didn’t feel that this should be a priority. After all, he was providing for the family and planned to continue to play that role. 

He didn’t see the importance of Peris to going back to college. According to him, she had everything she needed and should concentrate on raising a family. In fact, what topped his wish list was the desire to have more kids. 

“Come on dear, when the right time comes, another child will be possible. I really need to complete my studies. Faiza starting school offers a great window of opportunity to complete a journey that was rudely interrupted. I feel like it is unfinished business.... and it bothers me.” Peris tried to put her point across. 

“What is the point of studying? Do you plan to work? Why should you work and yet I’m ready, willing and able, to provide for you and Faiza?” Issa wanted to know. “Let me play my role, and you do your part.”

“You mean remain a housewife?”

“Exactly. It is a role you have handled extremely well so far. Why don’t we keep it that way and increase the size of our family?”

“Even if I’m going to be a housewife, I strongly believe that having a skill is still important for the family.”

“What’s the point of acquiring a skill you will never use?”

“Never say never. Life is unpredictable and its better having it – than not. Besides, that was the original plan; and we should stick to it – and the course will only take two years to complete.”

“Two years is a long time...! Enough to provide Faiza with a brother or sister.” Issa insisted.

“We don’t have a deadline to be parents again. An addition to the litter can be made even after I complete my studies. I’ve supported your goals over the years we’ve been together. The least I expect from you is to help me accomplish one of mine that remains pending. I made a huge sacrifice so that we could be together, remember?” Peris dug in.

“That sounds like blackmail to me....”

“My goodness...! Blackmail? You promised that when we achieved financial stability, you would support me to complete my studies. Now I’m holding you to that promise, and you call it blackmail? Seriously?”

“You know, priorities, goals, and circumstances change. They are not cast in stone; and it is important to learn to be flexible. You are a mother now. Which means, your responsibilities have changed. Going back to college now does not fit in with your new status and duties.”

“So, this means you are going back on your word?”

“Please. Let’s not argue about this issue. I’m ready to support you as a housewife; and this should be the end of this conversation.” Issa stated with finality to his wife’s disappointment. 

Despite several other attempts by Peris to sweet-talk, convince, and try to make Issa see her point of view in regard to completing her studies, he firmly stood his ground. It was at this point that Peris realized that her husband belonged to the old school of thought that women belonged in the kitchen, were expected to raise kids, and totally reliant on their husbands. 

Issa was also of the opinion that women should be submissive and never question the decisions made by the head of the house. Peris was not having any of that. In retaliation, she immediately pulled the plug on Issa’s plans to increase the size of the family. 

Cracks soon began to emerge in the marriage. The couple drifted apart and grew more and more distant. Things got so bad that Issa would disappear for days on end; and although he still made sure Peris and Faiza were always provided for, it didn’t help matters. 

Peris suspected Issa was having an affair. 

III

A few months after problems had reared their ugly head, Issa came home early one day, which was both a rare occurrence, and totally unexpected. He found Peris in the sitting room watching one of her favorite shows, and took the seat directly facing her. 

“We need to talk.” Issa announced matter-of-factly.

She looked up at her husband, who by now felt like a stranger but didn’t utter a word. 

“After a lot of consideration, I’ve decided to get you a helper.”

“A helper?” Peris wondered aloud.

“Yes, a helper.”

“I don’t understand what sort of helper you are insinuating. A house-help?”

“Among other things, the helper will assist you with chores around the house. To cut a long story short......I have decided to marry a second wife.”

You could have knocked Peris over with a feather after this revelation. After turning the statement over in her mind countless times digesting this new information, she struggled to compose herself, and after a short pause, she found her voice. 

“What did you just say? You’re marrying a second wife, and you intend to bring her to live in this house?”

“That’s what I’ve just said. As my first wife, I’m obligated to inform you of this new development, out of courtesy. Also, I expect you to cooperate, welcome your new co-wife warmly, and coexist in harmony.”

Peris burst out laughing. It wasn’t a jovial type of laughter; but a loud and long sarcastic chuckle. 

“Over my dead body...! What do you take me for? A piece of garbage you picked up on the street? To the extent you want to disrespect, violate my house, and desecrate your own daughter’s safe haven?” Peris exclaimed, her voice rising a notch higher in anger. 

“You’ve got it all twisted...! Where does disrespect come in? Letting you know about this politely, and well in advance is disrespecting you? Do you even know the meaning of the word?”

“There is no way, you are bringing another woman into this house as long as I live here. I will
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