 Our Heroes Are Our Everyday People



Chapter 1

Voices arguing and failing woefully at an attempt to be muffled woke Zainab up on a cold Monday morning. 

"That had to be Baba's voice. What was he doing here today? Wasn't he spending the week with Mama Usman...?” Zainab thought.

Mama Usman is her father's second wife and because he had three wives, he took turns spending a week in the house of each wife.

Hearing her name startled her out of her train of thought. Listening closely to the conversation, the tears flowed freely. 

A good number of men in her community had become open to their daughters going to school. Mama's brothers and cousins had joined the train.

When Zainab's paternal uncles held on to the tradition of not sending girls to tertiary institutions, she hoped Baba would be different. 
As the oldest female child she had no precedence to know what Baba’s choice would be, but now she knew.

Zainab had hoped, desperately hoped, that her father would be different, but she was wrong. 

"Let her be done with university and she will marry whomever you choose Alhaji. Let her just go to school!" She heard Mama cry.

"Meimuna, I will not send a woman to the university! That's a waste." 

"I have agreed to pay for it,” Zainab heard her mother interject 

"At the end of the next school year, Zainab will be married. That will be the end of this conversation." Baba's voice had the weight of finality. 

Zainab jerked at the sound of the front door being slammed. Baba was gone. 

She knew that was it. Nobody got Baba to change his mind. It was done. 
She wouldn't become an engineer. The thought brought fresh tears to her eyes. 

By the time her mother walked into her room, she was sobbing so hard she didn't even notice her come in. Her mother’s arms around her brought the warmth they often provided but didn't assuage her pain like they would usually do. 
"Zainab, I will handle this, trust me. I promise, you will have what I never had". 

"How Mama? You know how Baba is. He doesn't change his mind, and he never listens to anybody." 

"Don't worry about that, my girl. I have a plan, but you just have to work harder than you ever did." Zainab's sobs reduced as her mother continued to speak.

"You'll write your Senior Secondary School Certificate Examinations this year. We can’t afford to have you write with your mates next year. That will be too late. You’ll also take the Joint Matriculation Board exam as well. I will get the form today. I overheard my customer at the market say the registration deadline is this week". Meimuna continued. 

"But Mama that is Usman's class. He would tell Baba," Zainab said with her tear-stained face, looking at her mother. 

"I know, I know my girl. I will speak to my cousin this morning, and by evening when you are back from school, we will have this sorted. You will write the exams in the school He runs." 

"Do you think this will work, Mama?" Zainab's doubt radiated through her words. 

"Don't worry, my girl, just obey what I say to do.”



























Chapter 2 

"Mama, how do I spell the name of the school?" Zainab asked. She was bent over the centre table religiously filling the JAMB form that her mother had purchased earlier in the day. 

"O-B-A-F-E-M-I, give some space then A-W-O-L-O-W-O then University" Meimuna gave language to her deepest desires for her only daughter. 

Meimuna was determined to send Zainab as far away as possible from Katsina. Ahmadu Bello University, where both of Zainab's brothers were, felt too risky a choice for Meimuna. It was close by, so Alhaji could easily find Zainab there. Ile-Ife was her best bet. 

"Mama, what's the second choice?" 

"University of Lagos. Hansatu is in Lagos, and though the city is a lot, if you have to go there, I wouldn't have to worry so much." 

Hansatu was Zainab’s aunt and her mother's younger sister, who had a large fabric business in Lagos. She was the unconventional aunt who was the subject of constant family gossip. 

Aunty Hansatu got away with not getting married and was doing significantly well to the distaste of extended family. Zainab loved her aunty Hansatu, she inspired her so much. 
With Zainab done filling out the forms, she felt what she couldn't describe. A mixture of fear and hope, excitement and anxiety. What was supposed to be a demoralising week became a week of unbelievable opportunity. 

As she lay on her bed, that night imagining what life would be like in university. What did Mama call the school again? "The great Ife." She was now looking forward anxiously to walking the streets of “the great Ife”. Mama was doing her best and defying her father for her, and Zainab was determined to give her best shot.

~
5 Months Later
Zainab sat nestled between Mama and another stranger as the bus started to move. The discomfort of the bus couldn't even put a dimple on her joy bubble. This was the start of her future. 

The events of the past 3 months fluttered through her mind as the journey started, leaving Katsina behind. 

She had done so remarkably well at the finals that Mama had to beg her cousin, who was the principal, not to publish her results so Baba shouldn't find out. The attention would have leaked their plan. She knew she would do well, but she didn’t think she would do as well as 6 As and 3 Bs. Mama was so happy. She doesn’t remember being kissed that much by her prior to that day.

Zainab smiled as she remembered that Friday morning that changed everything. She could hear Laila's voice as though she was back in that moment. "Aunty, Father said to call you. He said to come to the house as soon as you could because it was important." 

Laila was her little cousin. Her father was the principal of the school, where Zainab had taken her exams, and he filed her admission processes. She could only hope he had good news. 
“Okay, my darling,” Mama said quite anxious herself. “I will get my veil and I will come along with you right away” She can remember Mama’s laughter as she turned to get her veil and saw Zainab holding it as she clearly beat her to it.

Zainab shook her head, remembering how much she paced the living room, in the longest 40 minutes wait of her life. Mama's face as she entered the house gave it away. Zainab was going to the university! Obafemi Awolowo University had given Zainab an offer to study Petroleum engineering. Mama was so ecstatic; she cried. It was a deeply intimate moment for both of them. A dream lasting two generations was finally seeing a glimpse of light. Mama couldn’t go to the university but she was going.

The pothole the bus entered jolted Zainab back to reality. She smiled as she turned to look at Mama who was fast asleep. Here was her hero! 



















Chapter 3 

When Meimuna and her 15 year old left Katsina that cold morning, all Alhaji knew was that they had supposedly set out to Jos to buy some goods for her shop.

What no one else knew was that the bus was headed to the South-Western part of Nigeria. This was a much farther journey than Jos.

They finally arrived at 9-pm. It was too dark to see the city and they were too tired to care.

Thankfully, Meimuna’s friend; Yetunde, who lectured at Ife, was gracious enough to host them and she was picking them from the park.

"Oh thank you so much Yetunde for this great kindness" Meimuna said as they settled into the car. 

"Oh stop it Meimuna! After all these years, this is the least I could do! I think this is my own gift! It sure does feel like Christmas! It’s been ages my friend, and my joy knows no bounds today! My children finally get to meet my Zaria best friend" Yetunde chatted away.

As her mother’s laughter filled the car, Zainab sat staring in awe of this version of her mother. So Mama had these kinds of friends? She definitely saw Mama in a different light.

"I hope I find something this timeless in this city" Zainab thought to herself.


~

The following day Zainab met Dr Yetunde's children who were kind enough to show her around campus, and Mama didn't miss the chance to go around with her as well. She knew universities were really large as per what her brothers said, but she didn’t think they were this huge. It took them hours to get around and they said she still had a lot of places to see. She looked forward to the adventure.

The days went by quickly as Zainab got around to registration and settling down and it was time already for Meimuna to return. Zainab didn't think the goodbye at the park will be so emotional.

"I know you will take care of yourself. Remember you are fulfilling a dream that has lasted generations. You aren't living my life but you are giving life to the desire of many before you." Meimuna said, as she cradled Zainabs face.

Zainab nodded as she sobbed quietly.

"Yes Mama"

"You'll be fine. We can now see Engineer Zainab peaking at the horizon"

After a hug that felt like an hour they said final goodbye. And Mama was gone.

It was time to face life.

Welcome to the real world Zainab.









Chapter 4

Life at Ife was bigger than Zainab imagined. She fell into a routine and she made friends. Lade and Osas were her closest friends. 

She missed home a lot and not being able to talk to Mama hurt. She sent letters, but Mama had replied none of them. She only sent her money and short letters, nothing detailed. She hoped she was alright.

Her first year at Ife was a success. Definitely not without its challenges. She had settled in nicely. Making new friends and having Aunty Yetunde's family, who she referred to as her Ife family, made the journey easier and a lot more colourful.

With the 1st year of university ending, Zainab couldn’t wait for the holidays, anticipating her visit to Lagos-she had been looking forward to seeing Aunty Hansatu and spending the holidays in the city.
She was a little anxious about going to Lagos for the first time. Lade living in the city, had reassured Zainab severely that there was nothing to worry about.

Agreeing to accompany Zainab to her Aunt was what finally settled Zainab's nerves. 

"Aunty!" Zainab jumped into her Aunty”s arms. She didn't realise how much she missed her family. Seeing Aunty Hansatu felt like seeing Mama. The resemblance did some soothing for Zainab.

"My darling! So grown! Look how beautiful my little girl has become," Hansatu said as she pulled back and looked at Zainab, smiling.

"Good evening Ma", Lade said reminding them of her presence.

"Oh my manners, Aunty Hansatu, my friend Lade from school, she's also my classmate and roommate," Zainab said, smiling proudly.

"That's amazing, hi Lade. Thank you for bringing Zainab. I almost went to Ife but when she said you would come together, I had to rest easy. A girl has got to grow somehow."

They all laughed.

"Please come in, girls. You need to eat something and then we can drop Lade off.”


~

The next morning, Zainab walked in on her Aunty, packing her bag to head out to her shop.

"Aunty, I was wondering when last you spoke to my mother. We haven't really spoken well since I last saw her at Ife. She hasn't replied to my letters. She just sends me money and writes as though she didn’t get my previous letters," Zainab said

Hansatu stopped what she was doing and sat with a loud sigh.

"Sit Zainab." 
Zainab could see from her face that something was wrong.

"Your mother hasn't had it easy. You know, taking you to Ife was the height of defiance. Your father didn't take that lightly. She knew that would happen yet she was prepared for the consequences. Things have been strained between them."

Zainab felt like she was dipped into a bucket of cold water. She thought about how Baba would react when he found out, but she obviously didn't think it would be this bad reaction. 

"She didn't want you burdened with all of this while in school, but I think you should know. Your mother is strong, she'll be fine, and with time, your father will let it go."

Aunty Hansatu said with a reassuring smile on her face.

"Do you really think so, Aunty, Baba can be very difficult?" Zainab said with the worry quite evident on her face.

"Yes, true pride and joy can silence the temper. Make your father truly proud. Graduating with glowing results can make him forget he never wanted you there in the first place," Hansatu buttressed.

"Alright, Aunty. I will continue to give it my all. Thank you." Zainab went to give her a hug.

"That's OK. You rest today, and from tomorrow you'll join me at the shop. Get some business into you while you're here.”

"I will." Zainab said, thankful now more than ever for her aunt.

The holidays flew by and before she knew it, she and Lade were seated on a bus heading back to Ife.

Truly grateful for a refreshing and educative time in Lagos. Thankful for the technology that allowed her to hear Mama's voice and speak with her. Filling her in on her first year and the nitty-gritty of campus life made Mama laugh a lot. Mama had sacrificed so much for her and she owed it to Mama to succeed.


4 years later


Zainab searched for her phone to turn the annoying alarm off, but before she found it, she was already more awake than she wanted to be.

"Today isn't the day to go back to bed, Zainab, just abort it," Osas said.

Zainab covered her face. "Which day isn't a day for more sleep?" 

“Graduation day darling!" Lade retorted. She already showered and was getting her makeup done.

"I can't believe life as we know is coming to an end," Zainab said sleepily as she sat up.

"I'll miss you girls. Thank you for being major players in my Ife story," Osas said, hugging Zainab.

"I will miss you, too" Zainab said.

"Oya o, go and bath before we will be late on top of mushiness," Lade said. 

"Sorry o stiff girl," Osas said as they all laughed.

~


Zainab sat still in her graduation robe, taking it all in as the honor roll was called.

"Best graduating student, Petroleum Engineering; Zainab Jibril," the announcer called. “And we must also say that this is the first time a female takes this award in the history of the Petroleum Engineering department of the great Obafemi Awolowo University. "What a trailblazing feat!" 

As the crowd roared with shouts and the claps thundered, Zainab scanned through the crowd as she posed for photographs with the various dignitaries and she finally spotted Mama. Her smile was so radiant, she wasn't ready for the surprise she saw; was that Baba seated next to her?!

Tears filled her eyes. 

As she got down from the stage, she ran straight for her parents. 

"We are so proud of you!” Mama started 

"Yes Zainab, no child of mine has made me as proud as you have. I almost can't believe I once stood in your way. I'm so sorry," Baba said.

Zainab couldn’t believe she heard Baba say sorry, so she chose to act deaf and soak in the moment.

"Thank you! I'm so happy I could make you both proud." She replied 

Turning to Meimuna, "Thank you Mama for being my hero" 








Epilogue

Enugu
Seeing the faces of the girls light up as she shared her story made Zainab smile.
She was sitting with members of the Girls Guide in a breakout session as part of her volunteer work during her mandatory National Youth Service Year.
The quiet dark girl sitting behind finally spoke. “Yes Miss Zainab; I agree, we can find our heroes in our everyday people!”



