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	CHAPTER ONE

	“I will surely castrate that my good for nothing son,” Odinaka shouted. He was full of anger, which he quickly vented on a young cassava plant that was near him, by chopping through its stem with his machete. “That is what needs to be done,” he went on to snarl and blow his nostrils free of a generous gob of mucous that hindered his breathing a little, as his dilated fierce-looking eyeballs gazed the sky like he needed to source his next move from it.

	“It is only when you turn him into a he-goat that you can do that,” Nnediye, his wife, added. 

	 Odinaka had left for the farm with Nnediye, his wife, and Ogechi their adopted teenage daughter, as early as the third cockcrow. He preferred leaving that early with his household, so that they would be able to accomplish much before sunrise. However, Onyirionwu his son who did not like going to the farm, was absent.

	“Yes! He is a he-goat. That our son is the very type of un-castrated black he-goat that goes out and about exuding very offensive smell,” Odinaka responded in a loud clattering tone that instantly dispersed the serene atmosphere that was in place. And this was after he had thrown a glance full of aggression at Nnediye. The atmosphere now took on a rattled form. “Can’t you see that which is very obvious?”  He thundered and got on with work.

	“He is still our son, no matter what you call him.”

	“And I must tame that he-goat called Onyirionwu, by castrating him. The only thing still stopping me is that he is my only son, and that means shutting down the lineage of my forefathers. But Onyirionwu is pushing me to the wall in a big way.”

	The sun had fully risen, and it was getting quite hot in the farm. Droplets of sweat dripped from Odinaka’s back, as he made the last yam mound with his big hoe. He stood upright, grimaced out of tiredness. Then he ran quick glances around his farm and felt quite satisfied. Making forty huge yam mounds today is no little achievement, he thought.  A faint smile lit up his face after a little while. 

	“I am still full of strength,” Odinaka muttered to himself. “Not even young men of these days with all their youthfulness still boiling hot can do better.”

	       “Let us go!” Odinaka summoned his wife and daughter, scraping away soil particles from the blade of his hoe with his machete, in readiness to leave. “You both have done quite enough weeding. The sun is out now.” 

	“My husband, let me finish up this area,” responded Nnediye, still not willing to go. 

	“That is enough for today,” Odinaka thundered. “Ogechi let’s go.”

	 Ogechi got up in readiness to head home. But Nnediye was still bent down, uprooting weeds. One thing Odinaka hated was his orders being defied.

	 “Nnediye,” he screamed at his wife. “I decide what happens here! Unless you are bent on informing me that I am no longer your husband.”

	“Do not be annoyed, my Lord,” Nnediye said in a tone that carried mixed nervousness and haste, in a quick intermingle that unsettled her. She had to quickly discontinue with weeding in response to Odinaka’s intimidating tone that made her shudder briefly with fear. 

	“We shall continue tomorrow,” Odinaka instructed, adding, “Only little by little can a very hot soup be licked.”

	Odinaka was known throughout Akwaete Kingdom to be a man quick to anger. He was well known for decapitating a man’s right hand for stealing cassava tubers from his farm. |When vexed, he usually found it easy to prove that he was a fierce snake that sleeps. He would show that the way a cat walks is not the way it catches rats. Odinaka was a strong man also, named the leopard, in his very youthful days, as a wrestler, for his back never touched the ground. At only five, he floored an opponent twice his age. He won lots of laurels that made the people of Akwaete Kingdom so proud of him.

	       “So my son Onyirionwu decided not to show up in the farm today,” Odinaka remarked with displeasure, as he walked home with Nnediye and Ogechi. “What a lazy thing he is.” 

	“He will change,” Nnediye chipped in, her voice commanding a tinge of confidence in her remark. Nnediye pleaded again. “Please do not be quick to anger and don’t ever forget what was said at his birth by the Oracle of our Kingdom.”   Odinaka suddenly stopped and stared hard at her, as if she had uttered the most abominable thing in the world. “What is it again?” Nnediye demanded. She was now slightly unsettled and not being able to pin-point what she could possibly have said amiss.  “Please let your eyes not swallow me. They look like the eyes with which the lion watches it prey.”

	  Odinaka was still speechless. He stared upwards and downwards, his left leg trembling. 

	“Ogechi,” Odinaka called on his daughter. “Did you hear your mother? That Onyirionwu will change? When will that be?”

	“Be patient with him, my husband,” Nnediye pleaded. “Any soup that is hot will eventually get cold with time.”

	“Now you want me to be patient until his pubic hairs go grey,” Odinaka obviously infuriated, said.  “Onyirionwu my son must not be the one to be a symbol of laziness. Just drinking palm wine and playing the flute.”

	        Odinaka began lopping forward, being followed by Nnediye and Ogechi. “No!” He thundered. “That lazy thing cannot be of my blood,” he added.

	“Father, Onyirionwu always says I am his wife,” Ogechi announced. 

	“Shut up!” said Nnediye as she rebuked Ogechi for her comment.

	“He says that to me,” Ogechi continued. “It worries me when he says that. Why should my brother be saying I am his wife?”

	“Then, Ogechi, better be ready to die of hunger,” Odinaka responded, “if that will ever happen. A woman without a man is like a rich farm soil without the feel of roots, but not with Onyirionwu my son. That had better not be your wish, Ogechi! Any young woman’s dream should be to have a hardworking man to marry her. Not some weakling that will begin to pant like tired chicken when asked to do a simple task in the farm.”

	“I think our son will learn,” Nnediye added in an optimistic tone that rattled Odinaka.

	“When the sky is no longer without the sun?”  Odinaka grunted his fierce disagreement and smiled, but his smile was not one that contained any true humour.  “Is it when that change of yours will come? Change that will cleanse Onyirionwu of his chronic laziness and turn him to an excellent hardworking farmer overnight?”  He chuckled.  “Keep making him a child he is not while his mates are accomplishing things. He is not of my blood.”

	“Then whose blood? That of a tiger or monkey? Or other sort of humans?”

	“Maybe from a very strange ancestral lineage of weaklings yet unknown to man. Maybe somebody from your own side.”

	“It is always said that a child resembles her mother or her mother’s people when something is wrong with him or when things are not going well for him. We mothers always get blamed.”

	“That is right! You want to contest that? It also includes when a child is not behaving as expected. And that is the tragedy in our hands now.”

	“But when all gets well for the child,” Nnediye continued, “he will be quickly said to resemble his father. It shall be well with my son Onyirionwu.”

	“It had better be well with him fast before I castrate him. That is my stand!”  Odinaka thundered.

	And none of the three further exchanged words with each other while they trekked the three-mile distance that separated home from the farm. This then bred a long silence only punctuated at intervals by throbs of their feet on the ground, and when slight breeze caused leaves and branches of nearby trees to fling around, as the heat of the afternoon sun ensured that beads of sweat kept tearing away from their faces, dotting the ground as they dropped.

	The circumstance in which Nnediye first met Odinaka was one that was not pleasant at first, but left her feeling good about him in the end. She was returning late after going to the market to buy fish and some pepper she needed to make herself a pot of soup. It was in the evening and she was the only person on a pathway flanked by bush on the left and on the right. Then she came across two men. The men were in their late thirties. They were notorious loafers.  Nnediye felt goose pimples appear all over her hands and feet on sighting the men. Fear had taken hold of her because she had heard stories about both men that were not pretty. And both men wasted no time in showing their true colour.

	“Where do you think you’re going?” Both men asked Nnediye in unison. Their voices were intimidating, and little wonder they managed to instil fear into Nnediye. Nnediye tried to shut down her fear by ignoring the men and walking on, but that was only an invitation to the men to put on an act. One of them ran up to Nnediye and grabbed her from behind. Nnediye began to scream and engaged the man in a futile scuffle to set herself free. 

	“Leave me alone,” she screamed. “Leave me! Let me go!” A leather bag in her left hand, which contained the fish and pepper, and some money, fell on the ground.  The second man got close and picked up the bag, as Nnediye continued to try to set herself free. The second man opened the bag, took the fish and the money in it. He then tossed the bag into the air, from which it fell to the ground, scattering all the pepper it contained. The man holding on to Nnediye quickly left her. While Nnediye walked away and wailed about her loss, both men laughed as they walked away with her possession. Then she noticed a man coming in the opposite direction. It was Odinaka. He was taking an evening walk when he heard the voice of a screaming woman and wondered what was going on. He hastened up and came face to face with the sobbing Nnediye. 

	“What is it?” He quickly asked Nnediye. “Why are you crying?” Nnediye pointed backwards, which was in the direction the men who had accosted her had gone. She then told Odinaka what had happened to her. 

	“No!” Odinaka screamed. “Not when I have heard of this.” He sped off in the direction Nnediye had pointed, looking very determined to reach the two culprits. He soon caught up with them.

	“Return her fish and her money now!” Odinaka said to both men from behind. His voice was loud and commanding.

	Both men turned to face Odinaka who soon got ready to race some more because he thought the men were going to attempt to flee.  “I am lightening and you both are the tortoise. The tortoise can’t be faster than lightening. So do not even think of attempting to run.”

	“Who are you?” One of the men asked Odinaka in a sarcastic fashion.

	“And what do you think you can do to stop us?” Asked the other.

	“I don’t have time to answer silly questions from men who are a big disgrace to other men in our Kingdom,” Odinaka responded in a firm manner. “Return her fish and her money now!” He repeated.

	“What are you going to do?” One of the men who had the fish and the money in his right hand asked Odinaka. And that was the question that drove Odinaka’s rage his way. Odinaka pounced on him like a lion in pursuit of a cheetah, landed a strong blow on this chin. The man fell flat on the ground, his mouth kissing some sand. On the ground now were also the stolen fish and money. The second man made straight for them, but could not reach them because his head met with another blow which Odinaka had unleashed. The second man fell on his buttocks, his hands around his head in pain. Both men had nothing else to do but watch Odinaka pick up the money and the fish. They were clearly no match for Odinaka who returned the stolen fish and money to Nnediye. She had stopped crying when Odinaka got back to her. And she was very thankful because right before she met Odinaka, there was no way she could ever begin to imagine that she would get back her money and fish. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	CHAPTER TWO

	Onyirionwu was tall. He was thin as well. He had a neck that was almost as scrawny as that of a vulture. He always left people wondering if all the much he ate ever got assimilated into his body. His bones would virtually beg for more covering of flesh if they could talk. He was dark in complexion. This he undoubtedly took from Nnediye. His head, big as it was, was taken from Odinaka. Onyirionwu’s feet could be compared to that of an elephant in size. They would throb like a drum as he walked, his huge head, tilting backwards and forward. Head projected on the thin stalk called his neck. One would fear it could fall off whenever he ran. The fact that Onyirionwu was thin was of big concern to Odinaka, who had completely given up on all attempts to fatten him. Odinaka could not understand why on earth his only son would not respond to a fattening diet of ten big wraps of pounded cassava on daily basis. The more he ate, the thinner he would seem to become. The bigger would be the mountainous size of his faeces whenever he defecated in the bush. And of course, making stray dogs that stumbled upon them thank their stars for such delicacy. Why is this cassava treatment not working in my son’s case? This was the question that often jostled in Odinaka’s mind, and got it often times, stretched in turmoil. Or is this thing given to me as son not a descendant of those strange creatures our great grandfathers told us in stories? He would often wonder. Odinaka as a child was told stories of certain kind of monkeys that lacked tails, which once existed in Akwaete Kingdom.  Their posteriors had mere stubs that were believed to be tails their creator forgot to completely install. These monkeys ate so much but kept on growing thinner and thinner. But when it came to defecation, the monkeys made it quite clear they were on top of their game. They proved defecation was an art. They proved that expulsion of faeces from the anus could be imbued with sublime skills and techniques that would steal the show if showcased in open and organised exhibition. Their faeces were so large that no one that saw them ever believed they came from within their shabby looking bodies.

	“My son ate so much pounded cassava that it began telling on my farm, yet no result,” Odinaka would sometimes say aloud to himself in deep disappointment.

	Onyirionwu was at what he knew how to do best— generating nice melodies with his flute, when Odinaka returned from the farm with Nnediye and Ogechi. He played his flute louder for a while on sighting them. Then he stopped and sang a song. 

	 

	“Let each day pass”

	“Let each day pass with its worries”

	“Let each day pass and not stain me with it”

	“Let each day pass me while I play the flute”

	“Let me play and play on to honour”

	Nnediye and Ogechi ignored Onyirionwu and made straight for their own hut, leaving Odinaka, who stood and watched Onyirionwu sing all things he dismissed as incomprehensible and utter madness. There was growing displeasure on Odinaka’s face. This got it taut. Anger surged in instantly, his face flushed, and it all looked uglier than ugly. His anger fulminated and was very evident as usual in the way his left leg trembled. Then he vociferated.  This escaped, howled and tore into the surrounding atmosphere.

	“Enough of that laziness! Enough of that flute and enough of that song I don’t know where you got from.” 

	In shock, Onyirionwu found company in silence. Even Nnediye and Ogechi trembled, as Odinaka thundered words, inviting the attention of passers-by.

	“Do not kill him, I beg you, my husband,” Nnediye pleaded on Onyirionwu’s behalf from inside her hut. 

	“You are a woman, Nnediye! And don’t talk while I talk,” was Odinaka’s stern retort. His eyeballs bulged as if they would burst. His left leg trembled more, as passers-by who cared to stop by, found themselves in the task of restraining him from manifesting his now full blown anger.

	“Take it easy,” they kept telling Odinaka in turn. “Is he not your son? Please spare him the wrought of your terrifying anger.”

	“Son indeed!” Odinaka bellowed in sarcastic scorn. Then he went on to mutter some inaudible words that clearly suggested hate were all they carried. “What is a son to me, who has given his entire life to laziness? Son indeed,” he shrieked.

	“Take it easy,” passers-by, further pleaded. They had to hold unto Odinaka now. His hands, trembling leg, his chest and waist were held strongly by tenacious hands that were a maze, for the passers-by knew without doubt that only a fast disappearing self-restraint was what kept him from surging towards Onyirionwu like a cheetah so determined not to lose its first chance of a new day at catching a gazelle.

	“This is what you said I must not kill,” Odinaka continued, pointing at Onyirionwu, but responding to Nnediye’s earlier plea. His voice had gathered enough crescendos very near to such a climax that it was heard quite some distance away.   “This thing that is nothing but laziness.” His attention turned to Onyirionwu. “Why did you not follow us to the farm, Onyirionwu? Your sister, Ogechi, made it and here you are wasting away with that flute. That flute will kill you, Onyirionwu. It will kill you.”   

	The very thinnest and the last of his restraint faded away and he made to pounce on Onyirionwu, but was restrained by the bigger crowd that had gathered by now, whose maze of hands could muster enough resistance to his attempt.

	“Do not lay your hands on him,” they told Odinaka. 

	“But how do I get him to change?” Odinaka asked Okechukwu, an elderly man and a friend of his, present. 

	“He will,” Okechukwu responded in a tone in which optimism resided.

	“Look at your day. See how you spend it,” Odinaka in another outburst of anger referred to his son, in whom he was most, unpleased.

	 Littered beside Onyirionwu were three palm wine kegs he had already emptied their contents. 

	“You fill me with madness,” Odinaka lamented. “Oh! Onyirionwu, only you consumed three kegs of palm wine that you are most unwilling to learn how to tap? And your stomach has never protruded before. The day it does, I will slaughter the fattest sheep in our Kingdom for you.”

	“And I will marry Ogechi,” said Onyirionwu, who all that while never bothered to utter a word. The anger that had grabbed Odinaka gradually began to reduce, and the restraining hands strapped around him loosened up. This left him free.

	“That can never happen because you are lazy!” Odinaka voiced his disagreement. “Your madness has reached its peak again. I have been too soft on you, Onyirionwu.” 

	The crowd that gathered had gradually begun to disperse in disbelief when Okechukwu went close to Odinaka and warned.

	“Do not lay your hands on him.  Do not allow your anger fetch you the wrath you will not outlive. I must go now.”  Okechukwu had only thrown two steps away when Odinaka called on him.

	“Please, Okechukwu, my friend, come.”

	“Yes, what is it?”

	“I find it increasingly hard to keep on condoning his attitude to hard work. He is a disgrace to me.”

	“Are you your son’s creator? Please, Odinaka, tell me if you are your son’s creator.”

	“I am not as a matter of fact, but why should he have to be this way, filling me with bitterness?”

	“It is good to hear from you that you are not his maker. Where were you when he was created?”

	“I do not know, Okechukwu.”

	“Can you understand why your son is like this?”

	“I can’t! And it gets me mad!”

	“You can’t, means you must leave him alone and stop getting mad. Only the goddess knows what she packaged in your son. If a man makes it his mission to unravel divine things or upset the order already spoken by the Oracle, I don’t think such a man will find it funny. Doom shall be his final destination. Be wise, Odinaka, and leave things as you see them. Man cannot understand the purposes of the goddess until they are finally unravelled. Give yourself rest, my friend,” Okechukwu ended and left. Distance gradually absorbed him away from Odinaka.

	 Odinaka then took one long look at Onyirionwu and sharpened his machete on a nearby stone. He then wielded it before Onyirionwu, showcasing some cannibalistic manoeuvres, and grunted, “It is not kindness but the need for a clean mouth that makes the hippopotamus open its mouth wide for the river bird to peck at”, before storming into his hut. Odinaka dropped the machete he carried, and sat on bare floor when he entered his hut. He went deep in thought, after which he began to speak to himself. All worries about his son making a strong manifestation on his face. They got his face creased, taut wrinkles stretched out on it as well. There was no doubt that Odinaka looked ugly in this state, and it would not be hard for him to compete effectively with the ugliest beast on earth for unprecedented ugliness. Maybe a black baboon.

	“My own father was strong. A man of many feats in the farm and in the art of wrestling,” he said to himself. “He had me just like that. But my own son is not what I am. Very weak in the farm. A woman can even floor him in wrestling the way I see things.” 

	Odinaka felt like an open wound infested with flies. His mind was a storehouse of bitterness that ripped through his heart, all what Okechukwu had said to him notwithstanding. He could not just brace himself to accept Onyirionwu his son the way he was.  

	“My people say that whatever a snake gives birth to cannot fail to be long. This saying does not hold in my case,” said Odinaka in a tone of regret. He got up and took slow measured steps while still thinking. Then approaching footsteps broke into his thoughts.

	“Who is that coming?” He asked. His tone held a tinge of surged aggression as his whole body tickled with awareness.

	“I am the one,” Nnediye’s voice sounded as she walked in. “I only came to know what I should cook for your lunch, my husband,” she hinted. But Odinaka was not in the mood to think of food, let alone the type to eat. Ignoring Nnediye’s request, he breathed out hard, an attempt to dispel some frustration that had found home in him. And Nnediye needed nobody to signal her that her presence was unwanted.  Odinaka reached for his snuffbox as soon as Nnediye had left. First he gave the lid a gentle finger tap, followed by another one, with his right elbow. He opened the snuffbox and stuffed his nostrils with some snuff. The snuff that was a ground mixture of dried tobacco leaves and potash soothed his already frayed nerves, and it took no time before he fell asleep, snoring thunderously. The snuff had also doused the fire of his anger just like castration douses the fire of a he-goat’s promiscuity.

	Smoke issued generously from logs of firewood Nnediye had lit up in the kitchen. It was a small mud-house with a thatched roof thickly blackened by rising smoke. Ogechi came along with a basket of plates she had finished washing outside. 

	“Hard working girl,” Nnediye praised her, and further directed she took the basket into the store. Ogechi did just that. 

	“What are we preparing for father?” She asked Nnediye who hesitated a bit before replying.  

	“Your father did not say what he wants to eat but let’s prepare bitter-leaf soup with smoked fish, his favourite.”

	“And pounded cassava,” Ogechi added with a smile that lit up her face and radiated succulent youth she had in abundance.

	“Yes, my daughter,” Nnediye concurred in delight. “But where is Onyirionwu? Let him go to the stream and fetch us some more water.” 

