

        

            

                

            

        




	



CHAPTER 1


	Ozele was very much distressed. She sat in a pensive mood in front of her mud hut enveloped by the smoke coming out of the door. Her husband, Agetu, is yet to come back from the farm.


	"The throne! The throne!! It has been with my ancestors since the reign of the first queen. Now"! I am not so sure what might become of it. My brother the King has no child," she mused.


	Presently, with the smoke was mingled the scent of burnt yam. Ozele got up in a rush, her burning yam woke her up from her reverie. She went into the hut and soon there was the sound of pounding. Pounded yam and agbono soup, that's what she is preparing for the evening meal.


	After a hard day's work in the farm Agetu should be properly looked after. A well prepared meal is one of the many ways.


	"Okpa, Okpa, she heard coming from outside and Agetu's guttural voice answering in acknowledgement.


	"Just in time. I like my food steaming hot. Ozele, you are a good wife. You time your cooking very well.


	"Won't you have a bath first? Your bathing water is ready."


	"No, my dear. Today I will eat first and bathe later. I did no cooking in the farm today. I was much too pressed with the work. That was a good meal Ozele. Now that I have eaten and washed I think I will have an early night. I am too tired for twilight stories tonight."


	"Please Agetu, I wish to make a request" Ozele said. "What is it my dear?"


	"You know my brother the King has no heir for the throne. Now that he is old, he is alone and lonely most of the time. Can you permit me to give him some attention from here every evening?"           






"No one should prevent an act of charity my dear. I endorse your action and if you need anything from me, do not hesitate to register it."


	 


	"Obi Igwe, Obi Igwe," Ozele intoned, as she gets to the palace.


	"Who are you? Come in. Push the door. There is no one to open for you. Ozele how nice to see you. What is this you are carrying?"


	"You were asleep your highness when I came in the afternoon. I collected some of your dirty clothes. I have washed them for you, here they are." "Agetu brought back some meat so I made Nsala soup and a little pounded yam for you." 


	She set out the food and waited on him as he ate. She settled him for the night when he had eaten and left. She collected some more dirty clothes which she took with her to bring back the next day.


	"You are home early my dear." 


	"Yes my dear Ozele. I finished early. I did most of the weeding yesterday. You are all dressed to go out. I hope there is some food in the house for me to eat."


	"Now that you are home I will postpone my outing. I don’t even know where I am going or who to turn to." 


	She brought out the food and water for him to wash his hands. She sat on a low stool beside him while he ate. Agetu knew that Ozele was worried about her brother and the throne. He also turned the matter over in his mind while he ate. There does not seem to be a solution to the problem. The King alone could solve the problem and he does not seem to want to do that. Presently he finished his food and Ozele cleared his plates. She gave him a napkin to wipe his hands after he had washed them.


	"How was the King when you saw him last night?" Agetu asked


	 "Well, he was alright. I sat up with him and chatted for some time before I came home." 


	 "Is that all? I thought he was ill to make you so preoccupied." 


	"He is so lonely. I was on my way to Eziashi when you came in."


	"Before you make any move about a young bride for the King, I advise you to talk to Dunme."


	"Why? Dunme the Christian?"


	"Precisely. He is at the base of it all."


	 


	"Is there no one in this house? Ozele intoned.


	"We are in. Come right inside. I am trying to crack some palm kernel to fry some oil for our skin."


	"Yes, you need it. The harmattan this year is quite severe. You can see my lips are peeling off." Ozele replied.


	"Diokpa Agetu, to what do we owe this honour of your visit? You and Ozele rarely move from your house except to visit the King." 


	"The times are difficult Louisa. The children go to school and cannot help in the farm work. A man alone to till enough land to feed the family and pay fees is no easy task."


	"But you hire people to help you. You have a very big farm almost one acre." 


	"Yes the farm is very big indeed Louisa. I have to do all the weeding alone. I have no money to hire help after paying fees. How is Diokpa Dunme these days? One hardly sees him around"


	"The old man is getting weak. He does not move around much," Louisa said.


	"Can we see him Louisa?"  An anxious Ozele puts in.


	"How nice to see you Ozele and you too Agetu. Ozele you look so much like your father. You should have been a boy." Dunme says as he comes in.


	"Not at all Diokpa" protested Agetu. "Who would have become my wife?" He joked.


	"You wear a frown Ozele, something troubles you my daughter."


	"She is worried about her brother the King. She wishes to take a young wife for him so that he can have an heir. I advised her to talk to you first."


	"You are right my son. What does the King have to say about your intention, Ozele"?


	"He has not been told."


	"I thought as much" Dunme said.      


	"His indifference to his situation puzzles me," Ozele offered. 


	 


	Pa Dunme remained silent. He cast his mind eighty years backwards when he was in school with Obi Ogbolu the father of the present King Emmanuel.                                


	 








CHAPTER 2


	 It was Christmas season and the little village was teeming with people. There were many arrivals, mostly from the Northern part of the country. They were home to celebrate with their relations. The women paraded the market square on market days showing off their fine clothing and jewelry to those who had never ventured out to other parts of the country. Some of the women even showed off their babies as well. Beautifully dressed babies tied on their mothers’ backs in nice coloured wrappers. On such occasions, close relations cluster round the new arrivals to admire their finery. It was the ardent wish of most of the Women to leave the drudgery of farm life and venture to the cities. There, their husbands could get the white man’s job so they could live in relative ease. This opportunity was available only to the educated few.


	"It’s nice to be educated. Honestly, Uzo, it will be a good thing to educate our son Dunme in the white man's ways."


	"If you send him to school, how does he learn about farming and the ways of our people? He does not need to; he will have a white man's job."


	"I am surprised. You have always been full of praises about the ways of our people. You criticized all the people who went out in search of work as lazy and whose children will end up as strangers in their own land, alien to the customs and traditions of their people."


	"Yes agreed, I said all that, but that was in the past. I saw my friend Juogbo today. He came with his family. He brought an ‘iron horse’, while I was returning from the farm, very dirty with a basket on my head. As I turned right across the Obi's palace, I saw his back on this iron horse with pedals at either side of the lower part. He pedaled fast, turning the wheels with his feet as fast as possible. I could not get my eyes off him. I followed him with my eyes and unknown to me at the time with my feet too. I eventually found myself at his door steps. He was however, very happy to receive me. I was definitely out of place in his lovely sitting room. I was like a slave in my dirty loin cloth sitting in his beautiful polished chairs. His wife offered me some rice with nice aromatic stew and fried chicken. It was delicious, more so as it was served in an inviting dish. I topped it with two shots of the white man's gin. Honestly, Juogbo has made it. I had the opportunity to look closely at the iron horse which he calls ‘bicycle’."


	"No wonder you have been preoccupied since you came in and you failed to do justice to the food. I wondered if the fish I cooked was bad. Well the case of Juogbo as you know is quite different."


	"Why is his case different?"


	"Of all those who took the white man’s job he was the only one who passed Standard Six. He is not working in the railways as most of the others are doing. He is working directly with the white man in Niger Company. He is an executive, leading and directing other black men. He is a Manager."


	"My son Dunme is going to school and he will pass Standard Six. He will be like Juogbo when he goes out to work." 


	"Dunme! Dunme!!" 


	"Sir....." 


	"Come here immediately."


	"I am here Sir."


	"You must remind me when it is the next market day. On that day, we shall see the tailor who must make a pair of khaki shorts and white shirt for you. As soon as the New Year celebrations are over you must go to School in the new year."


	"But I am already too old", I am almost fifteen."


	"Keep quiet when elders are speaking. How dare you! Where did you find the voice to challenge my decision? Look at Juogbo; he was already a man working as a carpenter in the mission, before he started school. Go to his house and see the benefits derivable from being well educated. You are going to have Standard Six Certificate", 


	Dunme was not happy at all at the prospects of going to School in the new


	year. He moaned aloud about it especially to the hearing of


	his mother. He felt his mother ought to be able to help him


	out of his predicament. He was going to miss the feasting at


	various pagan festivals during the year.


	 


	"What is so fantastic about the feasting to warrant regret? The little chunks of pounded yam given to each child and a little fish and soup placed in a hole dug out in the centre of the little mound of food? The food is generally held in the left palm while you eat with the right hand," his


	mother questioned. 


	 


	"You may see it that way mother but it is tastier than


	the big and well dished meals in the home."


	 


	"I suppose it is companionship of your mates that


	makes the difference. "


	 


	"Yes, that, and the atmosphere of festivities coupled


	with the music and dancing."


	 








CHAPTER 3


	



In spite of earlier reluctance, he was excited when the D-day finally arrived. He was up as early as 4 a.m. and went down to the stream as usual to bathe and fetch some water in the very large gourd for the house. He only did one trip instead of the numerous trips he did usually.


	 


	'There is an advantage after all in this business of


	schooling. I might yet find many more." he mused.


	 


	He quickly had his meal of pounded yam left over from last night’s meal. He was just leaving the house when he heard the school bell tolling. He broke into a run or else he would be late. There were six strokes of the cane for late comers. Luckily he was just in time for the assembly. All the new pupils went to the headmaster’s office to be placed. He was dozing off in the middle of a lesson when he had an elbow nudge from the boy on his right.


	 


	"Hey, what is the teacher saying?"


	"I have no idea myself, I am also new. l saw you at the headmaster’s office."


	"But you knew the prayers at the assembly." 


	"Yes, I had learnt them at home because I intend to become a Christian. What about you?"


	"Unfortunately I can’t be one," Ilo answered.  


	"Why?" Dunme asked.


	"The teacher is looking this way. I shall tell you after classes on our way home."


	Dunme tried to concentrate for the rest of the day but was distracted occasionally by the words of his new friend, Ilo on his right, there was deep regret in his tone as he said the words. Dunme was surprised to hear that Ilo was the heir to the throne. He was however, skeptical. He made no reply to the statement.


	"If you are the heir to the throne why are you not residing in the palace?"


	"How do you know that I am not residing at the palace?" 


	"Because we have long passed the palace." 


	"Well, I do not even know where the palace is or my father the King for that matter". 


	"Ilo, you make the strangest statements. Anyway, this is my residence. Come Inside and take some refreshment because you appear set on a long journey." 


	"Not so long a journey. I live with my mother in their family home at the outskirts of this town. I am closer to Ukala than this town. In actual fact this is my first venture into this town." Dunme gave him a side ways glance but walked on. 


	"Are you coming in or not? he asked. 


	"Oh no. Thank you. I will be trudging along. I don't want to displease my mother by being too long coming home." 


	"Well good-bye Ilo and see you tomorrow." They parted company and Dunme went pensively home. 


	"This boy is certainly mysterious. He may be the heir to the throne but I have my doubts," he mused. 


	 


	"All those for Baptism and Holy Communion classes should go to standard three classroom at 10 a.m. for classes." That was Rev. Father Bryme making an announcement at assembly. Dunme looked sideways at Ilo who had a blank look. Ilo sat back when it was 10 o'clock and baptism or communion candidates were leaving to start their catechism lessons. 


	"Why, Ilo are you still sitting? You wish to be a Christian, don't you?" 


	"Yes, I do but I can't."


	 "Why can't you? Ilo please be serious for once." 


	"I am serious. I told you my reason." 


	Although Dunme did not believe Ilo's story he didn't let him know it. 


	"Start the classes first, then discuss your special problems later With Father Bryme," he advised. 


	"I think you are right Dunme." Ilo agreed. They went off happily to standard 3 classroom where the classes were held. 


	There was a knock on the School Manager's door just before classes were over. 


	"Come in please. The door is open," he said from inside. 


	Father Bryme was surprised to see who his caller was. It was most unusual for pupils to come to him directly. Most of their problems were either solved by their class teachers or resolved by the head masters. 


	"Sit down young man. What can I do for you?"


	"I wish to be a Christian, Father." 


	"Yes, I know. I saw you in standard 3 during the Catechism classes." 


	"There is a problem in my own case." 


	"What sort of problem? Do your parents object to your being a Christian?" 


	'They would if they knew that I was making the move." 


	"What will be their reason? I have never heard of such a case before now." 


	"In my case, I am destined to perform the traditional rites of this town, when I grow up. I shall also inherit my father's wives when he is dead." 


	"Are you the heir to the throne of this town then?" 


	He nodded.       


	"I want to know if a King can be a Christian." "I think a King can be a Christian if he wants." 


	"What about the wives? What happens to them?" 


	"You may give them leave to go where they wish, and 


	those who remain, you see to their material needs. You can relate only with your own chosen wife." 


	"I am very happy to hear these, father. In fact, I have been very worried. It is only through the encouragement of my friend Dunme that I was able to start the Catechism classes at all." 


	"Well, keep up with your classes, say your prayers and when the time comes for you to be enthroned; we shall know what is to be done." 


	"But you will not be there when the time comes. I will only be enthroned when my father dies. 


	"Who can tell the future my lad? A priest will always be in this town and he will know what to do as long as you make your problems known to him." 


	"I shall remember that Sir. Good bye father." 


	"You may come and see me from time to time if there is anything I can do for you." 


	"Thank you father." 


	"You are welcome." 


	 


	Dunme was surprised at Ilo’s long absence. He waited for some time after school before he left for home. By the time Ilo got to his classroom, every one had left. He was however, disappointed that Dunme had not waited for him. He took up his school bag, checked its contents and left for home. 


	It is strange that there is no stealing in the school. 


	The strictness of the headmaster and manager must have accounted for the discipline that reigns in the school It will be very foolish of anyone to attempt any act of lawlessness. The headmaster will not hesitate to dismiss such a pupil after a thorough lashing of the cane in front of the whole school. In addition, a bad testimonial will make admission into any other school impossible. Those were the thoughts he turned over in his mind as he made his lonely journey home.


	 


	"Here you are at long last. Ilo where have you been? School was over long ago. If you are going to be roaming about the town instead of heading straight for home, I might have to find you a place in Ukala." 


	"I am sorry mother. I was not roaming around. The School Manager sent for me before School closed," he lied.


	"What was it about? Did you not pay your fees?"


	"I did on that first day at School. Most of the pupils were surprised." 


	"What did you discuss to make-you so late coming home?" 


	"We discussed Christianity." 


	"I thought as much. I hope you are not nursing the idea of becoming a Christian?" 


	"Can a King be a Christian?" Ilo asked his mother. 


	Nkafor was pensive for some time. 


	"Ilo my son, a King cannot be a Christian. He has the traditional sacrifices and rituals to perform at various times of the year. He has so many wives. Some of them are inherited, some given to him as gifts from his colleagues, some he fancies and acquires for himself. 


	"Are there other reasons apart from the above two?" 


	"There are many others but you are yet too young to discuss such matters." 


	Ilo laughed out loud. 


	"Mother, you forget that I am already fifteen years old and should begin to learn about the things that affect me. 


	After all the King can die at any time."


	"Sh ... Sh ... Don't speak that way. People may over hear our conversation. I will think about it my son. Meanwhile, on the rack over hanging the fire place in the calabash dishes is where you will find your food. I have to make soap and palm oil to sell as tomorrow is market day. 


	Ilo went reluctantly to take his meal. As soon as he started eating he found the food so tasty that he hardly raised his head until he touched the bottom of the calabash dish. 


	"Wow, you have finished the food. I didn't intend to cook again in the evening." 


	"Don't worry. If there is soup, I shall do the cooking. I never realized how hungry I was until I started eating. The agbono soup was first class and the fish was good. I hope I will be able to get a wife who can cook so well." 


	"If you allow me choose for you, we know women who are adept at cooking. Their offspring should also be good."


	"I will remember that when the time comes." 


	"The time is here already. Now is the time to make your choice so that I will personally groom the girl for you. If we choose a damsel ten years old, she will be twenty when you are twenty five. Will that not be good enough?" 


	"I don't think so. The age difference is not enough." 'What do you think of the little girl that brought the food yesterday afternoon?" 


	"The girl with the red beads?" 


	"Yes, that one."


	"She had up to ten red beads on her waist." 


	"Yes. Actually from her waist to the upper part of her thighs. In fact, there were twelve of them I counted them." 


	"That girl is beautiful. Her nose is so straight, and her mouth full. She has thick lips, arid gap teeth to give her a beautiful smile. She will be a delightful sight at the age of eighteen." 


	Her mother has been courting my friendship for more than a year now. I gave very little attention until now. I have to reciprocate her gestures now that I have seen her daughter." 


	"Please do mother. That girl is a delight". 


	"In fact, the soup you have just eaten is the left over from the food she brought yesterday." 


	"No wonder there was so much nice fish" Mother how old do you think she is?" Not more than seven. 


	"That will make her seventeen in ten years time and sixteen in nine years."


	"That's a nice age for a girl to be married." 


	They continued their discussions while Nkafor did her work in readiness for the Afor Market day where they will all be sold. Buyers will come to the market from all the neighbouring villages. Ilo became tired and dozed off in the chair but Nkafor worked on. She is a very hard worker. According to her, since she is childless she must endeavour to be rich. Having only one son she considers herself childless. Presently, Ilo got up from his sleep, yawned and stretched himself. 


	"Mother; you are still working. Can I prepare some food for us?" 


	"Yes do my son. I must endeavour to get up to two tins of palm oil for the market tomorrow." 


	"But what do you do with all the money you make every market day?" 


	"I keep them for you.  It is nice for a King to be rich. A rich King has more influence on his subjects. I have ten cows and they will multiply. Eight of them are females. I have twenty palm trees from where I get the fruits to make oil which I sell every four days. There are other economic trees like kola nuts and agbono. I have other things which I must find time to show you in case I do not live long enough since you are my only child." 


	"Why is it so, mother? I would have loved to have other brothers and sisters to interact with." 


	"That is the prize of begetting a King. In our tradition a King has neither brother nor sister. He is born alone of his mother. 


	"How is that possible? I mean how is a King known before birth?" 


	"As soon as the King's wife is pregnant the oracle is consulted and if it is the future King, the woman is sent away forthwith. The would-be king must never see his father and the mother must never be pregnant ever again. All her attention must be given to. the care of the future King. You have brothers and Sisters from the King's other wives. They are quite numerous." 


	"I would have wished to know them and interact with them." 


	"That would be dangerous. Each of the princes would have wished to be the heir." You cannot rule out the possibility of your coming to harm through their machinations if you are known to them." 


	"I now begin to understand." 


	"It is high time you do, especially as I have been foolish enough to allow you school in that town." "Is the food ready? I am hungry and beginning to feel sleepy." 


	They ate silently and Ilo cleared the plates. 


	"That was very tasty. Boiled yam and fresh fish pepper soup. I like it very much." Said Nkafor: 


	"I am happy you enjoyed it. You have been working so hard that I sometimes pity you." 


	"Hard work is good for the mind. It keeps you away from brooding and it overcomes loneliness." 


	"Do you see the King at times?" 


	"You ask so many questions Ilo, I am going to bed, Good night." 


	"But you promised to tell me why a King cannot be a Christian at twilight." 


	"I know but as you can see for yourself I am tired and sleepy. Let's put it off till tomorrow." 


	"Good night mother." 


	'This boy is very inquisitive. How does a mother tell her son that his father is not his progenitor? Very difficult indeed, especially if that son is all you have got. I can not afford to antagonize him. He is all I have. As far as I am concerned all these useless customs should be scraped. It's all to a woman's disadvantage. A King must not beget another King. The wives have to scout around preferably among the King's brothers for an heir. As soon as one of the wives becomes pregnant, the oracle is consulted to find out if it is the heir. If it is established, the woman leaves the palace. Suppose the King is in love with the mother of the heir, he bears the loss like a man. This custom is unhealthy." she mused.


	 








CHAPTER 4 


	The above subject was never mentioned for a long time. Ilo was very busy with farm work. His mother however, noticed that he never missed his religious activities. He was also very friendly with the priest. 


	The next twilight however, Ilo insisted that the story must be told. He was silent all through the duration of the story. 


	"Can a King not change all that?" Ilo asked at the end. 


	"He may try but it is doubtful if he will succeed." 


	"Well we shall see." 


	'Who is in this house? Nkafor!, Nkafor!" 


	"Who is that? Please come in." 


	"You are not working today, I can see." 


	"Yes my friend. I had worked so hard in the last four days that I think I deserve a little rest. Tomorrow, I shall begin again to prepare for the next Afor." 


	"Nkem! Nkem! What are you doing outside? Come in with the food." 


	Nkem came in blushing as soon as she saw Ilo sitting with a book at the far end of the room. She rested the tray of covered dishes on the mud bed. Ilo got up and left the place. 


	"Nkern is growing up a beauty. I hope you will give her to us in marriage." 


	"She is only ten and not old enough yet to know her mind." 


	"Nkem, you can go home now. I will come back later. When Nkem left the house, Ilo was already wailing to see her off. 


	"Here, take these clothes and wash for me. Wash them clean. Try to come early on Saturday to help me in the farm." 


	"But your uncle's children and your uncle will also be there," 


	"Not at all. I have started my own farm. It is a big farm. My mother gave me some money to employ some labourers, but we must also learn to work hard on our property." 


	Nkem understood what the plural pronoun implied and she smiled. 


	"But I don't know the location of the new farm." 


	"Come with me now and I will show you." 


	They walked on for a long time not talking. Ilo was not given to much talking except with his mother because there are a lot of things he would learn from her. 


	"Brother Ilo, I ought to be at home by now. What will I tell my mum if I get home after her?" 


	"Tell her that I took you to show you our farm. They finally got to the farm and then he took her home. Predictably Nkem's mother was in when they arrived. Ilo walked into the house with Nkern trailing behind him. He made excuses to Nkem's mother and left. 


	"Nkem, see Ilo off to the door," Afagwu said. 


	Ilo smiled. He had finally established ownership of the girl. It was necessary he did that or other guys might begin to show interest. She was really beautiful and he liked her name. 'Mine' it says. 


	"Wherever have you been Ilo?" 


	"I took Nkem to my farm, and then took her home so that her mother might know she was in my company." 
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