Top of Form

Clo goes to School - By Wise Ngasa 

Joe, my husband, is standing at the centre of the living room with a ball in hand. He is shouting instructions at Clovis, our seven-year-old son, who is waiting for his father to throw the ball at him. They have moved the sofas and tables to one end of the room to create space for their game. Joe is pristine in all-white sleeveless jersey, shorts, Nike tennis shoes and head and arm bands. Clo who is adorned in similar attire, is a midget version of his father.
Joe throws the ball at Clo who goes for it with both hands, fails to catch it and ends up clasping his own arms. The ball hits his stomach and rolls back towards his father.  
‘‘Nice try!’’ Joe shouts. Clo laughs a loud scattered laughter and claps his tiny hands. He shouts back at his father, but I cannot understand what he is saying, because he is talking with his mouth open. His mouth is always open, even when he talks. Spittle is running freely down his chin. 
Joe goes over to him with a white towel and bends over to wipe off the spittle.  
‘‘No Papa,’’ he protests and takes the towel from his Dad and begins to clean himself. He said ‘no’, but if you are not accustomed to Clo’s manner of speaking, you may mistake it for ‘ho’. That is how Clo sounds when he talks. That is how he always talks: with his mouth open, with the spittle flowing out and dribbling down the sides of his mouth. 
Clo has difficulties doing basic things such as jumping or running or throwing a ball. When we talk to him, we have to shout, because he is hard of hearing. When he walks, his right leg does not leave the floor. It seems as if some invisible thing is tied to it, holding it down, so that he has to drag himself along, as if the leg is too heavy to carry. 
Three years ago, Clo suffered from a meningitis infection that left him half paralysed. In the immediate aftermath of his sickness, he could barely move or hear or talk. And we were as you would imagine, devastated. Yet, Clo’s sickness has brought our small family closer together. It transformed Joe from workaholic and socialite to the family man I always craved for. He dropped the late office hours, the excessive clubbing and binge drinking, and devoted time to taking care of our son. 
He would come home every evening, take off his lawyerly suit and together we would transform our living room into a basketball court. He would urge Clo to jog and shoot and run. He would hold the ball over his head and dare him to jump and touch it.  Clo would limp up and Joe would move the ball even higher. They would fight for the ball, sometimes falling and rolling all over the floor. Their smooth brown skins would become sweaty and glimmer like moist chocolate bars. And I would sit here, on one of these sofas, watching, wanting to go wipe off the sweat from their shiny brown faces. 
Clo has been improving, much to our delight. These days, he is able to talk with his mouth open and drag himself along and even catch and hold a ball occasionally. 
Joe is now standing over him, smiling, urging him to wipe all the spittle from his cheeks and chest.  When he is done, Joe stoops and takes the towel from him. I notice for the first time that even when he stoops, he looks like a giant compared to his son. And when he rises to his feet and turns towards me, with the smile still lingering at the corners of his lips, it feels as if I am watching the rise of a mountain. I smile back, urging him on with my eyes.
***
For the third time in as many years, we are confronted with the problem of whether or not to send Clo to school. The doctor’s advice has been varied and confusing. But he did say the final decision is ours. 
After weeks of contemplating, Joe and I have reached a decision. 
‘‘Clo, will you go to school?’’ Joe asks, smiling at Clo who is fighting with his food and splashing the soup all over his apron. 
Clo moves his head up and down and then from left to right, without looking up from his bowl.
‘‘Is that a yes or a no Babe?’’
‘‘Uh Us,’’ he says.
‘‘Yeah! Give me a hi-five!’’ Joe shouts, extending an open palm. 
Clo gives him a hi-five, before reaching out for the tip of his apron and wiping off the spittle from his jaws.
‘‘What will you become in future Babe, after you finish school?’’ I ask.
‘‘A hoc’or,’’ he says grinning a large one.
‘‘Great sweetheart! School begins in a month. Can I show you some cartoons after dinner?’’
He nods and hits the table with his fork excitedly.  
***
When we put Clo to bed, Joe and I go back to the living room. We take a sheet of paper and write down the names of all the schools that we can think of. If there were any special needs schools in town, it will have made choosing a little easier. 
Joe has listed all the schools we can think of. I know where I want Clo to go to. Joe believes in such things as quality and will not settle for a practical choice. I think Clo should go to the school closest to home - as simple as that. But I can’t just say that and expect Joe to agree. He wants schools that produce the best results in official exams. I just want one where I can reach Clo easily, where I know he will be safe.  
‘‘Prudence,’’ Joe says.
‘‘Too far,’’ I say.
‘‘Hearts?’’ he asks.
‘‘I don’t like that school,’’ I grumble. 
‘‘Why?’’
‘‘I don’t like them.’’
‘‘But why not?’’
‘‘I don’t like them Babe,’ I repeat.
‘‘But you can’t just keep saying that,’’ Joe sighs.
‘‘Ok. The campus is much too large,’’ I whisper into his ears and kiss him on the forehead. He drops the pen and paper and stares into my eyes searchingly. 
‘‘Babe, do you really want to send him far away from home?’’ I ask and hold his eyes. I do not blink when he gives me that serious look, with his lips curling, with a frown forming on his brow. 
‘‘We should give him the best, don’t you think?’’ he asks.
‘‘I am thinking about safety Babe. Safety.’’
‘‘Does that mean you want Standard?’ Joe has seen where I am going to. ‘‘But, but…’’
‘‘Safety Babe. I want to be there if anything goes wrong. You are always in court and you never pick up your phone when you are in session. Let’s start here and we see how it works out.’’ I caress his arm. I make a sad face and implore him to let it go. 
‘‘I see,’’ he laughs. 
‘‘Please Babe,’’ I wink.
His eyes soften. That stubbornness that makes him argue and fight for what he believes in, sometimes against all practical reasoning is dislodged. We fall into each other’s arms and keep laughing and kissing each other.
The decision is made. Clo will go to Standard Nursery and Primary School, just down the road. 
***
We have come to register Clo at Standard and have been directed to the head teacher’s office. Joe is walking ahead of us. He looks serious, marching ahead with arms swinging fast, in near military fashion. I am holding Clo’s hand and guiding him along. 
When we get to the head teacher’s office at the end of a block of empty classrooms, Joe knocks and we wait. After a minute a deep voice summons us. 
The head teacher is a tiny fellow whose nose is the first thing you see as you come in through the door. His nostrils are so wide that you can stick a one hundred franc coin in them with ease. He is wearing a pair of dirty brown shoes, and a brown shirt that was once white. I am beginning to think we made the wrong call but when I look around I am comforted in some way by what I see. The office, unlike the man, is neatly arranged. The filing cabinets are labelled and it is easy to find the tag for each class. There are also drawers for staff with their names pasted on them. A plague on the wall from the Post Newspaper reads: Best School in 2014.
When the head teacher is done scribbling into his notebook, he looks up and smiles at us. 
‘‘Welcome to Standard,’’ he says and smiles some more. ‘‘We have to go fast. I am busy as you can see. What can I do for you this morning?’’
‘‘We are here to seek admission for our son,’’ Joe says. 
The head teacher takes a long look at the spittle flowing down Clo’s chin. 
‘‘This very one here?’ he asks, pointing at Clo.
‘‘Yes.’’
‘‘This is a not a special needs school,’’ he says immediately.
I am taken aback by the statement. I had not anticipated that anyone will remind us about Clo’s condition.
‘’Sir,’’ Joe says in what sounds strange to me. I have not heard him call anybody like that for a long time. Joe is no respecter of persons.  ‘‘We live just up the street…’’
‘‘I know Mr. Lawyer,’’ the short man cuts him short and grins. I wonder what he finds amusing. ‘‘Only that we don’t do special needs education,’’ he continues. 
‘’Sir, that is fine for us. You know that there are no special needs schools in…’’ 
‘‘Maître, I am not speaking with water in my mouth. We do not admit these kind of people,’’ he waves at Clo. 
Joe sits back in his chair. He stares at the head teacher in a way that says what? 
I hold my breath.  
The head teacher also sits back in his chair. His nostrils are bulging and contracting as he breathes.  He is still smiling. After a moment he leans forward.
‘’Even then Maître, we do not have any more space. All our classes are full,’ he smiles and runs a tongue over his dry lips.  
Joe’s jaws have hardened. He is looking at the head teacher as if he wants to pick him up and bash him against the wall.
‘‘Babe we have to go,’’ I turn to him and whisper. As we make to leave, the head teacher signals for us to wait. 
‘‘If you guys can give me something, maybe I can find some place for him’’ he says, lowering his voice and looking out of the window.
Joe steals a glance at me. He grabs the arms of his chair so tight that the veins in his forehead pop up. He stands up and bends over the head teacher’s table. I reach out for his arm. He pulls away. 
‘‘You are a fool!’’ he shouts down at the head teacher who is still smiling. ‘‘Rats like you belong behind bars. But all we want is a place for our son. And we are not going to give you an extra franc.’’ Joe has bent so low that his face is almost touching that of the head teacher.  
‘‘Sir, but I said we do not have space.’’
‘‘You asked me for a bribe, you moron!’’ Joe shouts and hits the table with his fist. A cloud of dust rises. A piece of chalk rolls over and falls to the floor. Clo starts to cry. 
‘‘Ok sir, I am sorry. Temptation sir. Temptation,’’ the head teacher whispers, rising to his feet. He brings down a book from a shelf. The tip of his nose is moist with sweat.  
I sit there, with Clo on my knee, covering his eyes, holding my breath, praying that Joe calms down. 
 ‘‘I think I have some space for him sir, please don’t be offended. Temptation sir. Please sit down. Just pay the school fees and I will give you a receipt.’’
We pay the fee in a hurry and collect the admission pack and receipt which says Clo has been admitted into class 1B.   
***
It is the first day of the new school year. Joe and I wake up at four in the morning. Not that we planned for an early rise. It just happened. In our minds, the day when Clo will be let go has come and we are scared. Joe and I do not say much to each other, as we lie there on our pillows, looking into each other eyes, listening to the sounds of our breaths. 
We shake Clo up from sleep at six. There is fear in my body as I walk into the kitchen and in my hands as I slice the bread and prepare tea. Joe washes Clo. It is Clo’s least favourite thing, but he does not protest. He does not cry or ask any questions as Joe oils his body and puts on his school uniform. We walk with him down the road to Standard, without talking.  
The school compound is teeming with children in blue shorts and skirts and white shirts. Some are crying. Others are laughing and jumping and running after each other. Clo is amused by the flurry of activity.  He points and laughs at a boy who has tripped and soiled his uniform. He limps off after a child playing with a toy car and Joe has to shout for him to come back.
We go to class 1B and stand in line with other children and parents as a teacher with a broken tooth reads out the names of the pupils. He ticks from a register as they answer present and the crowd thins out into the classroom. Soon there are only three pupils left. Joe turns and looks at me. Lines of worry have etched out on his brow. I assume for some reason which I do not give a second thought to, that Clo’s name will be last. But alas when the teacher calls out the last name, it is not Clo’s.
‘‘I am sorry, it seems your boy’s name is not on my register. Are you sure you are in the right class?’’ the teacher asks.
We look at the receipt again.
‘‘Class 1B right?’’ Joe enquires passing over the receipt to him. The teacher takes a look and shakes his head. It is only a shake of the head, but it melts all the food in my stomach. 
‘‘I think you are in the wrong school Ma,’’ the teacher says turning towards me. I take Clo’s hand. He has started rubbing his shoes on the cement floor in frustration. 
‘‘This receipt is not from this school. It says Standard Primary School. This is Standard Nursery and Primary School.’’
‘‘Are you serious?’’ Joe asks, with a bizarre smile that illuminates only one half of his face. The other half is dark, frozen. ‘‘Is this not the signature of your head teacher?’’ he demands, pointing at the dotted lines on the receipt. His hands are trembling. 
‘‘I don’t think so. But you can check with him in his office.’’
Joe stomps off in the direction of the head teacher’s office. I want to go with him, but he turns around and glares at me.
‘‘Just stay here Babe,’’ it is both a plea and an order.  But I cannot afford to leave him alone in that office with the head teacher. 
‘‘I must come with you.’ I take Clo’s hand and we follow after him. 
The short fellow is leaving his office as we approach. He is wearing dirty brown shoes, the same as on the day we came to seek admission for Clo. 
‘‘Hey, excuse me. Do you remember us?’’ Joe shoves the receipt into his hands in the place of a bunch of keys that falls to the floor. 
‘‘No. Do I know you?’’ the head teacher asks smiling, his nose bulging and shrinking. 
‘‘Look at me, my wife, my boy. We were here a month ago. We paid for my boy’s fees in your office.’’
‘‘No sir. I do not collect cash. We have a cashier for that,’’ he points at a signpost next door which says cashier. ‘‘And this receipt is not from this school. You have lost your way sir,’’ he smiles, drops the receipt on the floor, bends over, picks up the bunch of keys and walks away.  
He walks away with a smile. He walks away with his dirty shoes and outrageous nose. He walks away without looking back. He walks away, whistling to himself, waving at parents and teachers and disappears into a room down the block. 
***
Joe stands there, legs astride, both hands on his waist. I stand there, frantically moping the tears washing down Clo’s face. We just stand there like lost travellers who have run out of options.  Joe has not said a word since the head teacher left.  He has not looked at me or at Clo who is wailing at the top of his voice. 
After five or ten minutes, Joe motions for us to go. We walk away from the head teacher’s office. We go through the school fence and stroll up the road. We leave behind the sound of the pupils singing in their classrooms. Joe still does not look at me, or at Clo who is wiping the spittle and tears from his face and jaws with his school uniform.
I move aside, placing Clo between us.  
‘‘Take your father’s hand Babe,’’ I whisper. Clo looks up at his father and gives him his hand. Joe's eyes are fixed on the road but he takes it and strokes it with his long fingers. 
 When we get home, I am relieved that Clo will not be going to that school down the road. 
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