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The Roots of Love

“It began not with fire, but with rhythm - two hearts learning to beat beside each other in the quiet.”

Buea, Cameroon — Three Weeks Before Departure Dusk settled over Mount Cameroon, smearing long shadows across the cocoa fields like bruises on the earth. The Agbor compound (In West African usage, compound refers to a family’s collective housing area, often with multiple generations living in adjacent structures within a shared yard or space) was unusually quiet—just the clatter of cooking pots and the whisper of evening wind through guava leaves. A cock crowed late, confused by the amber light.

Ewane Agbor sat beneath the guava tree, a photograph in his lap—creased at the edges, its surface faded but still powerful. He and his younger brother Tanyi stood side by side in threadbare uniforms, holding up their primary school diplomas. A proud day. Ewane had been taller then, stronger. Everyone had said he would go furthest.

But fate, it seemed, had other ideas. He turned the photograph over, read the familiar inscription in pencil—“Agbor boys, Class of 2000”—and exhaled slowly. Inside the house, preparations were underway for Tanyi’s departure blessing. Suitcases had been dragged from corners. An uncle had arrived to lend a ceremonial goat. Laughter drifted from the kitchen—Bessem’s voice among them, light and teasing. Ewane looked back down at the photo. “It should have been me,” he murmured.

Nestled side by side in this southern corner of Cameroon were the compounds of two families: the Agbors and the Etangs. Both of the Bayangi tribe. Both with histories intertwined like vines on a single trunk. The patriarchs, lifelong friends, had once shared a school desk, worked the same cocoa farms, and married their wives the same year. Now, they raised their children like cousins—though everyone in Buea knew the truth. Something deeper had taken root.

Among those children were two who moved like magnets. Tanyi Agbor, the third of five, was a quiet observer. He spent afternoons in the village library, thumbing through dog-eared biographies of Mandela and obscure volumes of Nigerian poetry. His father called him “the wise one”—a boy who conserved his words like precious grain.

Bessem Etang, second of three, was the opposite in energy. Soft-eyed, sharp-tongued, with a grace that reminded some of water and others of fire. She sang while cooking, corrected Bible verses in Sunday school, and fed the village dogs bits of her own dinner when no one was looking.

Their story didn’t begin in passion but in rhythm. Fetching water from the same stream. Peeling cassava under the mango tree. Watching goats at the edge of the forest. From the age of ten, they were always near—but never touching. And yet, something shimmered in the silence between them. One afternoon, as they carried a cracked basin together from the stream, their fingers brushed on the handle. Neither pulled away. Later that evening, Bessem sat on her mother’s veranda, absently drawing patterns in the dust with a broom handle. Her sister teased her. “Still thinking about the quiet one?” Bessem had said nothing. Just smiled, quietly, stubbornly.

That year, a naming ceremony was held in the compound for a newborn cousin. Tanyi and Bessem, now teenagers, stood beside their parents under a raffia canopy (A shade structure made from raffia palm fibers, commonly used in traditional ceremonies for protection and symbolism) as the elder, Mama Ndip, approached. Wrinkled, nearly blind, and feared for the visions she sometimes muttered into the wind, she pointed her walking stick toward both families. “The children will cross oceans,” she whispered. “But your legacy may return in blood. Be careful what you bind.” The adults had laughed—loudly, nervously. “Old age,” someone said. “Too much palm wine (A fermented drink tapped from the sap of palm trees used in ritual offerings, ancestral libations, and traditional toasts),” another chimed. But Bessem and Tanyi had locked eyes. They had heard her. And remembered.

A year later, the laughter stopped. A suitor from Kumba—a tribal chief’s son with five wives already—offered six cows, a sack of salt, and a parcel of fertile land to Bessem’s father. The village buzzed. The elders gathered. The offer was good. Tradition approved. Bessem wept behind her house. She tore at her wrapper and pressed her palm to her stomach like something vital inside her was being ripped away. It was Tanyi who changed everything. Just sixteen, he stood before both families and spoke—not loudly, but with a force no one expected. “Let her finish school,” he said. “She is not meant for the kitchen of an old man.” Silence. Then murmurs. Then surprising agreement. The suitor was turned away. No public rejection—just a polite delay. But everyone understood: the girl would not be sold. Not yet. Bessem never thanked Tanyi aloud. But that night, she left a small gift near his sleeping mat: a woven bracelet of red thread and fishbone. A girl’s charm. A protection amulet. He wore it for years.

Their closeness deepened. At community gatherings, their parents kept a cautious distance, pretending not to notice how often the two fetched food together or laughed at private jokes. When they peeled plantains, their hands brushed more often. When they walked, they never walked apart. One evening, while sitting beneath the Nkeng tree after evening prayer, Tanyi began to say something—but stopped. “What?” she asked, heart thudding. He shook his head. “Never mind.” She tilted her head. “Say it.” He hesitated. “Sometimes I think... the tree listens.” “To what?” “To what we don’t say.” Bessem didn’t answer. She simply placed her hand gently beside his on the root. Not touching. But near enough. They sat like that until the moon rose.

The day Tanyi returned from the cybercafé, his eyes wide with disbelief, he told his father first. “I’ve won the American Lottery,” he said. “We can go. All of us.” But as he walked past the Etangs’ compound, he saw Bessem by the gate, her hands dusted with flour, a sheen of sweat on her brow. They stared at each other. A thousand thoughts passed. He stepped closer. “I’m not going without you,” he said. She looked at him—truly looked—and whispered, “Then speak before the tree.” The wedding was arranged. Families aligned. Papers prepared. Elders summoned. They would speak their vows beneath the Nkeng tree. But the ancestors were already listening. And fate had already shifted.
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Love Sealed in Tradition

“When the goat-hide bound their hands, it wasn’t just a union of love—it was a contract with the soil, with the dead.”

Buea, 2010. The sun hung low above the peaks of Mount Cameroon, casting golden halos over the village roofs and cocoa groves. Drums echoed across the compound, bouncing off the tin rooftops like heartbeat rhythms guiding the day’s ceremonies. Smoke from three wood-fed fires curled lazily into the sky, blending with the scent of roasted goat, palm oil, and crushed basil leaves. Three women, all cousins, bent over bubbling pots of ndolé (Traditional Cameroonian stews made from bitterleaf and often flavored with spices, fish, and ground seeds. Common in celebrations and daily meals) and eru (vegetable used in West African cuisine, particularly in Cameroon and Nigeria), sweat beading at their temples as they stirred the thick green stews with carved wooden ladles. In the shaded courtyard, men reclined on wooden stools draped in lion-print fabrics. Their agbadas (A wide-sleeved, flowing robe worn by men across West Africa, often during formal occasions or ceremonies) billowed as they gestured animatedly—discussing politics, the recent rains, and the price of cocoa beans in Douala. Someone passed around a bowl of kola nuts (A bitter nut used in rituals, greetings, and ceremonies in many West African cultures symbolizing hospitality, respect, and spiritual invocation). Children darted between adult legs, barefoot and laughing, chasing after blown-up balloons and stray chickens. A group of teenage boys drummed tam-tams (West African drums used in communal events, rituals, or storytelling. The rhythm often mirrors heartbeat patterns or spiritual cadence) with practiced confidence, while two elderly women clapped in rhythm, ululating occasionally to bless the gathering with joy. It was a Bayangi wedding—steeped in ancestral memory, thick with ritual, and brimming with meaning. But this wasn’t just any wedding. It was the uniting of two families whose bloodlines had danced around each other for decades—entwined through land, friendship, and unspoken promises. For many in Buea, this day felt inevitable.

At the heart of the gathering stood Tanyi Agbor, now twenty-four, with the strong posture of a man who had learned patience and grit. His red atogho (A traditional Cameroonian male garment, often brightly colored and embroidered, typically worn for formal events or rites), embroidered with silver thread, shimmered under the filtered light of palm fronds. His jawline was shadowed with a day’s stubble, and his eyes held a quiet certainty that made even elders nod with approval.

Beside him, Bessem Etang glowed. Her deep indigo kaba hugged her frame, a delicate lace veil trailing behind her like a whisper. Her neck was layered with coral beads, gifts from her late grandmother, and her wrists jangled softly with gold bangles. Her hair had been braided into intricate spirals, adorned with cowrie shells that clicked softly when she turned. She looked like she had stepped out of legend—regal, composed, radiant.

They stood hand in hand beneath the sprawling arms of the Nkeng tree, its bark slick with dew, its branches said to house the spirits of the ancestors. A ring of family, elders, and friends encircled them as the ceremony reached its climax. The village elder—his voice gravelly with age—stepped forward with a strip of cured goat hide. He tied their hands together slowly, reverently, binding left wrist to right, in the direction of tradition.
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