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Part I


Laughter From The Sky





Chapter 1


The cock crowed for the first time, announcing the coming of the day. The last impenetrable obscurity made the eyes of every man and woman weak. The night, at last, was tired. It then began to feel the dauntless hand of the day.


Many people began to wake up from their sleep into the world of reality, after being shaken violently by terrible dreams. To some people, the return of their souls to the real world was reminiscent of the warriors who, returning home from a victorious war, saw that their city had been mercilessly devastated, with no stone untouched. It was a scene of horror. These were the people who had had sweet dreams and woken up to face the reality of their aches and pains that emanated from the hard life that they were leading. To the others, waking up from their sleep was the sweetest antidote, quelling and allaying the pains of heinous maladies. This group of people were those who had had nightmares in their dreams. They woke up and became happy that they had been dreaming. They were not faced with the reality of their present life of affluence and prosperity. The dreams were over.


In the last chill of the night, voices of women were heard singing, as they danced and revelled. It wasn’t unusual to hear such voices, now and then, in African villages and cities. It was often very difficult to know if the songs were for joy or not.


Many people sang, very often, their songs of lamentations in tears. Songs were an integral part of everyone’s life. There were those who had to sing in order to drive away their sorrows. There were those who had to sing in order to get themselves deeper into sorrow. There were professional wailers and singers who could help happy or sad people to wail or sing for sadness or for joy. Most of the songs of joy or lamentation were always spontaneously sung, without a prior knowledge about them. Those illiterate natives never knew that they were the best poets and songwriters in the whole world.


Were the most harmonious songs not enrooted in the worst experience of the human race, faced with senseless dejection, painful penury, undeserved sufferings, baseless dehumanisation, prejudice and humiliations? Were those black slaves in the ship, and on the plantation fields, hungry, sick and tired, not asked to sing their homeland songs? Didn’t they crawl up to sing and dance? Didn’t they manage to show a smile on their faces to satisfy their masters who mused and watched them with a stupid air of happiness? Did those captives and slaves not sing their melodious songs of sorrow in chains before their masters, like those mourners by the rivers of Babylon? Were the sad songs not melodious to those who had forced them to sing them their homeland songs? They sang in tears and danced with broken bones and empty stomachs!


This time, the women sang for happiness, and danced very gloriously together. The women continued to sing. They were becoming more and more in number. They sand and danced together because a baby girl was born! An innocent baby was born. The helpless ‘image’ of God was born. The ‘image’ of God was brought to light. It broke into the light like the breaking day. And that was why the women were rousing up the neighbourhood with their immaculate songs of joy. Tears of joy filled the air. A new day was dawning. A day that nobody had even seen before! It was joyful to see it before it fade away into eternity.


The baby was crying, clenching its fists, accepting the world with a full sincerity, the tongue passing through the lips, tasting the sweetness of the world. Everybody was happy. Everybody was smiling benevolently. Everybody was asking and answering questions. It was a morning of unity. It was a day of joy. And that was one of the most important factors in that village. The people always rejoiced with the joyful ones, and wept with the sorrowful ones. God blessed Africa with this unity and oneness.


Eseohe, the baby’s mother, was smiling again and again, seeing her baby, her own living monument. She forgot about the hard labour and pains that she had undergone before the baby was born. She forgot her hellish experience because what made her go to hell was on her bosom. Her husband was with her, smiling benevolently. It was a good day, breaking for them. It was the first child with which their marriage had been blessed after twenty-three years of marriage.


Ekan was rapturous. He remembered how they were called ‘flowerless trees’ and all sorts of unbearable names because they had been childless. Despite those abhorred names, they never ever wavered in their love for each other.


Ekan saw Eseohe, his wife, as a symbol of endurance, true love and dedication. He, therefore, named the baby, Okun. Okun symbolised a body of water, like the sea or the ocean, which never went dry. Such was their love for each other and for their fatherland. Okun also symbolised restoration, peace, joy, sagacity, unity, hilarity, tolerance, justice, endless hope, honesty, prudence, loyalty, response, boldness, resourcefulness, the gateway to fruitfulness, progress, impartiality, freedom, fairness, simplicity, magnanimity, benevolence, intelligence, good health and, above all, gratitude to God almighty whose eye never closes.


Three days after the birth of Okun, Ekan and his wife sat down in front of their house. It was shortly before the sunset. The atmosphere was airy. Ojiso, one of Ekan’s friends, had just paid him a visit to congratulate them on the birth of their baby. “The accusers are now the accused,” he told Ekan, while congratulating him on the birth of his golden daughter, Okun.


Ojiso, like Ekan, was one of the folklorists of the land. He was smoking, as usual, his big pipe. “Your pipe is still hanging in your mouth. When will you stop this ‘death sentence?’” Ekan told him. Ojiso replied that it was only death that would remove the pipe from his mouth. He couldn’t understand why he should give up smoking. He was told, very often, that he could fall sick and die very young because of smoking. He could have all sorts of smoking-related diseases.


Ojiso replied that smoking was his only companion whenever he was lonely, sad and weak. Then, he quickly realised that it was exactly like saying that he had no friend, such as his bosom friend, Ekan. Despite that awareness, he didn’t retract his claim. Rather, he decided to talk about some of the deadliest diseases that had been very palpable in the lives of the populace.


Ojiso thought about the most deadly sicknesses ravaging the land, bringing people to their untimely graves. He thought about the highest rate of the infant mortality and wondered if the children, too, had smoked pipes or cigarettes. He counted the number of people whom they had buried in their village, a few weeks before then, and shook his head. They were very many. The dead included adults, young people and babies.


Ojiso likened death to a wild breeze that shook mango and orange trees, causing the ripe and unripe fruits to tumble down from the trees. He thought about AIDS, lasa fever, Ebola, Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, atherosclerosis, hypertension / high blood pressure, heart disease, coronary heart disease, coronary thrombosis, heart failure, heart attack, cardiac arrest, congenital heart disease, varic, hepatitis, jaundice, cirrhosis, gall bladder: gallstones, cholecystitis, benign tumour, Hutchinson – Gilford progeria syndrome or premature ageing illness, malignant tumour such as lungs cancer, breast cancer, stomach cancer, skin cancer, and some other illnesses such as phobia, schizophrenia, malaria, rheumatism, sickle cell, tuberculosis, hallucination, depression, yellow fever, migraine, asthma, epilepsy, senseless wars, earth quakes, accidents, murder, polio and meningitis. That was only a spoonful of all illnesses, the bane of the society. Count them one by one, and you will see that the illnesses are endless.


Ojiso wondered if all these illnesses and disseases arose as a result of smoking. He thought about the social vices crippling the whole world. He thought about religious fanatics, killing and maiming people, and then shouting, “God is the greatest.” He laughed and shook his head. God is the greatest. Greatest in what? In calamity? In senselessness? In wanton destruction of lives and properties? God is not a poor and powerless General! Those stupid elements with their stupid ideology are headless human beings. Men marry men, women marry women, men marry animals, men marry robots, women marry trees and people marry machines. Everywhere one hears about hunger, starvation, inflation, corruptions, crimes, assassinations, drugs and their evil effects, deviancy, hooliganism, ritual killings of human beings, robberies, kidnappings and a host of the other lethal ills of the society.


In many European countries, a foreigner could get married to a European goat in order to get his green card because animals were treated even better than human beings. He then asked Ekan a very difficult question. He asked Ekan to tell him which was more in number, the living or the dead? There was no reply from Ekan because that was not the time to count both the living and the dead.


Ojiso believed, however, that there were various forms of deaths. There was a graceful death, and there was a disgraceful one. But, every death had its own cause because nobody who ever died without being killed by one thing or the other. With all those beliefs in his head, Ojiso became a die-hard smoker. He was ninety years old the time he visited Ekan.


It was late in the evening. Ojiso left Ekan’s house. As he got home, it was already dark. Pockets of stars could be seen in the distant heaven. The moon, the only source of light in the village, had risen to the view of all men and women. A few children began to eulogise it, saying that they had seen the princess of the sky, and that the princess of the sky had seen them. God should bless them and the moon.


Ojiso went inside his house. Enelua, one of his daughters, was sitting on a chair, dejected and hopeless. There was a soft knock at the door. She got up painfully and opened the door. Two of her friends went in and greeted Ojiso. Ojiso replied them with a nod of his head. The two of them looked at him with bad eyes, and went to Enelua. The three of them went to the back of the house and sat down in silence. “Where are your two sisters?” Maria, one of her two friends, asked her. “They’re not here. They live with my mother at present.” Enelua replied.


Ojiso was about lying down, on his bed, as Enelua went to him, her two friends by her side, and wanted to talk with him. Ojiso was all ears. “Daddy,” Enelua began, “why do you hate me of all your daughters?” Ojiso looked at her like he was dreaming. He never anticipated such an acrid question from his own daughter. He was doubly sure that he loved all his daughters with all his heart. He never raised his hand to beat or punish any of them. He always gave them all that they had asked for. He never questioned them about their friends; neither did he ever scold them for any misconduct. Enelua was a spotless human being. Then, where was the trouble? Where was the object of sting that was causing the uproar, making the family fall apart? At that juncture, Ojiso was no more at ease.


There was a biting silence, biting Enelua and her father very hard and painfully. “Why don’t you tell her why you hate her?” Maria added. What? Maria, too! At that juncture, Ojiso was like a man on a pendulum, swinging to and fro. He thought about conspiracy. A huge fire was burning within him. He had wanted to tell them that if they were sick or bundles of lunatics, they should go to the hospital for treatments. But, that would look like adding a fuel to the already burning furnace that needed to be quenched.


“If you can’t answer that question,” Enelua said, “you can answer this simple one. Why did you divorce my mother? She told me that you never let her come back to your house, on hearing that she had given birth to another baby girl. You sent her an abominable word that she should go from the hospital to her parents. I was that baby girl. I was that baby who, in the final analysis, had destroyed the marriage between you and my mother. Why did you do that to her and me? Why were you heartless, bestial, mean, and pitiless to me and my mother?”


Ojiso felt that Enelua was unnecessarily too rude to him. Nevertheless, he tried to explain to her why it all went so. He began, picking his words very carefully in order not to annoy her again. “You see, I was the only child of my parents. I led all my childhood in loneliness. Solitude is a sickness of its own. It’s very deadly. I wanted to have a family where men and woman are brothers and sisters, to have a home where people laugh all day long. It was a dream that I had tried to accomplish. Your mother and I got married. You see, it went somehow. Our first baby was a girl. The second also was a girl. I couldn’t bear with the third being a baby girl, too. You’re right to say I hated you, if this is your insinuation. But I never felt it so at that time. I was very young, without the patience and understanding of an adult. How old are you now, Enelua, my pride and joy? Of course, I know how old you are. You are eighteen. What you are talking about, right now, happened eighteen years ago. That is a pretty long time. That time, I was also a different man. And I thought differently and acted differently. Now, I know that it was you whom I really hated because it was the news of your birth that ended our marriage in a divorce. Forgive me. I did you wrong.”


Enelua thought lengthily about her father’s words. Her father had tried his best to be truthful and natural. He had begged her and sued for peace. She had pity on him. But, one more question was still on her mind. “But daddy, why this burning desire to have a baby boy?” she asked him. He tried to be very careful in answering her question in order to avoid offending her again. “You see, I was very young with different emotional problems. Sometimes, it really had to do with some beliefs and the customs of a people. But what are these beliefs and customs? Nothingness. Absolute nothingness. A pettiness. The pettiness of human affairs. You see, a man was generally seen as the defender of his home. He was the angel wielding a flaming sword in front of his family. There was joy in saying ‘this is my son’. A son had to learn very many secrets from his father because it was the son who would stay in father’s house when all the daughters get married and move out of their family. The homestead would collapse when they all get married and leave. It was the son who had to climb on the tree to pluck some fruits for everyone in the family. But now, I have come to realise that what a man could do, a woman could do it even better. Who am I really without you, Enelua, my pride?” After his explanation, he bowed down his head.


Enelua’s two friends told Enelua that they wanted to have some word with her outside. She then went outside with them. After a few minutes, they went inside the house again. “Thank you, father. Thank you very much. I know that you are a very good father. If there is another life, after this present one, I would want you to be my father again. You and my mother got divorced a long time ago. Since then, you never got married again. My mother is also alone. I would like the two of you to become husband and wife again,” she told her father. “Bring her back to me as soon as possible,” he riposted with joy. On hearing that, the three girls fell on their knees before Ojiso, thanking him countless times, laughing as they were thanking him.


The three friends, after leaving Ojiso, began to sing and dance beautifully. “You and your father and all of us will begin to eat delicious food, in this house again, as soon as your mother is back here,” Maria said. The three friends laughed again.





Chapter 2


It was about nine o’ clock in the morning. Afri, Yuri and Terra sat down under a big tree in front of Afri’s house. The three young men were cracking jokes and laughing boisterously. Yuri asked Afri and Terra a question. “When a rich man and a poor man should face death, which of them would feel the pangs of death more than the other?” Afri replied that it depended on what poverty and richness meant to both of them. He said that some people were rich in poverty because although they were poor, they were happy and satisfied with the little that they had. A rich man might not be satisfied with what he had. Even if he was satisfied with what he had, he might have some other problems that money would never solve.
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