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CHAPTER ONE

	DEATH OF A FATHER

	I felt a surge of distress when I found myself alone with my mother and my only brother, Ikem. Thoughts swirled in my mind, contemplating the unsettling prospect of life without Daddy's return.

	The mystery of Daddy's absence weighed heavily upon me. Where could he have vanished to? "Where has Daddy gone?" I repeatedly questioned my mother, but her only response was tearful silence, murmuring, "My son, it is well."

	As morning dawned, I hurried to the kitchen, hopeful of finding leftovers to sustain me and complete my household chores. However, to my dismay, the pot yielded nothing. Frowning, I grabbed the local broom and commenced sweeping the designated area of our compound. Amidst my tasks, a voice pierced the air.

	"Ezinwanyi! Ezinwanyi!! Ezinwanyi!!!"

	The urgency in the caller's voice betrayed impatience. "Ezinwanyi, is it true? Where is Ogbonnaya? Where has he gone?"

	I didn't need confirmation to recognise the voice. It was Papa. His cadence as he addressed Mama was unmistakable, each question uttered with a rhythm that resonated within me. "Ezinwanyi, is it true? Where is Ogbonnaya?"

	Hurriedly, I sought Mama, pondering Papa's cryptic inquiries. "Mama," I called out, "Papa is looking for you. Perhaps he brings a message from Daddy. But I don't know who told him Daddy has not returned since they took him away in the 'Volvo'."

	Mama emerged with tears glistening on her cheeks, settling on an Agada (raffia palm chair) on our veranda, while Papa took a seat on the bench. A heavy silence enveloped them, their gaze locked in wordless communication. Peering through the window, shielded by Ikem's thorn-ridden school uniform, I strained to catch any conversation. Yet, none ensued, leaving me to wonder when they would break the silence.

	As fatigue blurred my vision, I heard Daddy's voice booming, admonishing, "Junior! Junior!! Stop rubbing your eyes; do you want to blind yourself?" Racing out, I anticipated Daddy's embrace, yearning for his familiar "Gee" as he lifted me upon his shoulders. "Daddy Oyoo yooo, Daddy oyoo yoo!!!" I called out eagerly, unaware of the tears streaming down Papa and Mama's faces in response.

	In a hushed tone, Papa reassured me, "Junior, your father will return, okay?"

	"But I heard his voice," I argued.

	"You heard his voice? Maybe it was when I was talking with him on the phone," Papa said.

	"Then why didn’t you call me to talk to him?" I wailed.

	"Because I don’t have sufficient airtime," said Papa.

	I ran to the mattress foam, feeling disappointed as I couldn’t see my Daddy. I heard Mama crying, "Darling, when will you come back? Your family is waiting for you. What will you eat tonight? Darling, answer me, oh."

	I went back to my window, pretending to clean the cloth. Eventually, I removed the cloth from the window. Now I could see everything, and my neck wouldn't pain me again. Papa held Mama's hand, brought out a white piece of handkerchief from his pocket, and began to wipe Mama’s tears. I was about to say, "Mummy, stop crying," when Papa opened his mouth and told Mama, “Ezinwanyi, you know that there is no need for crying over spilt milk. Ogbonnaya is dead and gone. Crying means adding salt to the matter, so let's be ourselves and see how we can sort out this problem, Inugo?”

	I know that death is inevitable, but why must he 'go so soon'? Who will take care of the children? Who am I to answer to ‘landlord and landlady’ at the same time? I mean, who will care for the family? "No, I will die with him. No, I will die," Mama wailed.

	"Shut up, woman," Papa interrupted. "What do you know about death? Your husband died unintentionally, but you want to die intentionally. Who will be the mother to these children? Are you doing good or bad to them?"

	Then I heard Ikem greeting Papa; "Papa Mazi," Ikem said. Papa responded, "Nde," Ikem continued the greeting, “Nawo." "My son, are you back? How was your day?" Papa asked Ikem.

	"Fine, Papa," Ikem answered.

	Ikem gazed at Mama. "Mama, why is your face looking so dismal? Do you want to die and leave us alone like Daddy?" Mama began to cry.

	Ikem knelt down beside Mama. "Please, Mama, stop crying. Everything happens in accordance with the will of God."

	Mama held Ikem so tight and sobbed, while Ikem wiped the tears that rolled down Mama’s cheeks with the back of his palms.

	Ikem came into the room where I was lying on our mattress foam. I asked Ikem why Mama was crying.

	"Because of Daddy's death," Ikem replied.

	"Does Daddy have any debt?" I asked Ikem.

	"This boy always asks stupid questions," Ikem roared at me and left.

	***

	I pondered what was unfolding with our house as the days stretched on without Daddy's return. "Could it be that Daddy has secured a job in the city and left us here? Then why didn’t he ring Mama so that I could talk to him," I soliloquized. Ozioma used to regale us with tales of his father, who worked as a banker in the city. He would recount how his father would ring his mother, and every member of the family would chat with him, even Kate, their youngest sister who, he said, would be starting school by September. I wondered when Daddy would call Mama. I could envision Daddy saying to Mama, "Pass the phone to Gee; let me speak with him." I imagined myself telling Daddy, "Daddy, buy balloons and ice cream for me, and I won’t share my ice cream with Ikem because he shouted at me the other day."

	Today is Monday, but Mama was sluggish. She didn’t come to our room to wake us. I was the first to wake up. I glanced at Ikem, who was snoring soundly. I headed to our storage shed to retrieve a new local broom. The goats seemed mournful too; they hadn’t eaten the food I left for them last night. Was I going to sweep with these old brooms? Besides, today is Monday, and I needed to go to school with two local brooms, or else Sir Peter would reprimand me. Sir Peter always advised us not to forget anything related to our schooling, as that was the hallmark of an ambitious child. "But if any of you fail to remember, I shall remind you—with my RED PEPPER," Sir Peter had warned us. Every student in the school knew Sir Peter as a stern teacher who wouldn’t hesitate to administer a dozen strokes of the cane as morning tea. As I envisaged the consequences of not having local brooms for school, I quietly returned to bed, ready to feign illness if Mama came. Fortunately, Mama didn’t wake us. I dozed off and later heard Mama scolding us, "So if I travel like your father did, you cannot organize yourselves and do what is right." I woke up but didn’t see Mama or Ikem. However, I could hear him singing in the kitchen. Who was speaking to me since I couldn’t see Mama or Ikem? I wondered. But I was certain Mama was scolding us.

	"Ikem, did you leave the bedroom after Mama shouted at us?" I asked.

	“Mama hasn’t spoken to anyone, let alone shouted,” Ikem reassured me.

	“Mama was shouting at us to go to school... umm, she was shouting, I heard her,” I interjected.

	“Gee, maybe you were dreaming,” Ikem suggested.

	"Ikem, you’ve started again. Why did you call me dreaming?"

	"I didn't call you dreaming, I said you were dreaming," Ikem answered, his tone heavy with sadness.

	"Okay, Ikem, tell me what 'dreaming' means," I asked quietly.

	"Junior, you ask too many questions. I don't have time for you this morning," Ikem roared.

	"Okay, Ikem. I'll tell Daddy when he comes back," I boasted to Ikem. Mentioning Daddy's name, I noticed tears welling in Ikem's eyes. "Oh, you know how Daddy will scold you today. Say sorry, and I won't tell Daddy," I teased Ikem.

	Ikem was speechless. After a moment, he furrowed his brow and left the kitchen without the usual "Gee, sorry, I'll share my meat with you. Please don't tell Daddy."

	Every day, I still wondered why Daddy hadn't returned. What puzzled me even more was that I'd never seen Daddy get into a car before. Even when Ozioma's father, who rarely visited, came, Daddy would only wave through the glass and never step out. But this time, I saw two people carrying something on a flat cane chair covered with a George wrapper. It looked like Daddy was there, although Papa had warned Mama not to let us get close. Mama hesitated, so Ikem and I saw, but we didn't see everything. As the car drove off, Mama began wailing like a baby. I'd never seen her like this before. I thought the fat man driving was Daddy's friend, but I couldn't understand why they were carrying Daddy instead of him walking on his own.

	Days passed, but Daddy didn't return. Wherever he was, I knew he was thinking of us. Daddy didn't come back for two weeks. For two weeks, I hadn't seen him. For two weeks, Daddy was nowhere to be found.

	After three weeks, Papa came to our house. I wasn't feeling well that day, so Mama cradled me in her arms and covered me with a wrapper. As I lay in her lap, Papa entered and asked what was wrong with me. Mama told him I wasn't feeling well.

	"Is he worried about Ogbonnaya?" Papa asked. There was no response from Mama.

	"Eh, Ezinwanyi?" Papa asked again, but Mama remained silent. I looked into Mama's eyes, and they were filled with tears. "Ezinwanyi! Ezinwanyi!" Papa shouted at Mama.

	"Eh, Nnam," Mama replied as if answering Daddy. "Didn't you hear me?" Papa asked, his voice softer. "Is he missing his Daddy?"

	"Oh yes, he's been asking me when Daddy will come back since the day the ambulance took him away," Mama managed to speak in a sombre tone.

	"Is my Daddy not coming back again?" I asked Papa.

	"Gee, my boy, come here and let me tell you something," Papa beckoned, gently patting me. I approached, and he lifted me up in his arms. "Your father will return. Until then, I will take good care of you," he assured me, his voice brimming with warmth. "He entrusted you to my care."

	However, when I asked him about Daddy's return, he seemed at a loss for words. After a moment, Papa called out to Mama, "Ezinwanyi, tomorrow I shall bring Onyezuru to assess the situation. These children need to be separated from their father; otherwise, it will have a detrimental impact on them."

	"I don't believe in separating children or resorting to witchcraft," Mama retorted firmly. "As far as I'm concerned, Junior will be fine. Nothing will harm him."

	Papa shook his head, a hint of frustration in his voice. "That's the problem with women. They refuse to acknowledge a problem until they see the damage firsthand. Ezinwanyi, I cannot bear to see my brother's children suffer. Ensure they don't leave the house tomorrow, for I will indeed bring Onyezuru. I will persuade him to come."

	As Papa left, his expression was sombre, leaving Mama speechless in his wake. Once he was out of sight, Mama began to speak to herself, her voice tinged with anxiety. "What kind of world is this? Onyebueze is now taking care of Ogbonnaya's family. Wasn't Ogbonnaya the same man he called upon his kinsmen against? He even accused him falsely at the shrine over a piece of land. Oh God, please guide me through this ordeal. They say I can't act without him coming forward to bury his late brother, but my faith is in God. He won't let us down," she murmured, holding me tightly. "You'll be safe, my dear," she whispered.

	The following day, Papa returned with a man dressed in red. I greeted Papa warmly, and he inquired about my well-being. I smiled and mentioned that Mama had bought me some medicine, which seemed to please him. "Your mother is a remarkable woman," Papa remarked. "I will also give you some medicine," he added, gesturing towards the red-dressed man, Onyezuru.

	As Onyezuru approached, I couldn't help but wonder why a grown man bore the name "Nwadebia," typically associated with a child. Papa instructed me to undress, and I complied, noticing him signal to Mama. She soon arrived and greeted Onyezuru. Papa instructed her to call Ikem, who hurried off to fetch a ten-litre rubber tied to the carriage of Onyezuru's bicycle. Nwadebia poured half of the water that was inside the rubber into a bucket and gave Mama the remaining half, which she was instructed to bathe with. Nwadebia carried me into a bathtub and bathed me carefully, not allowing a drop of water to fall from his hand. While he was bathing me, he was murmuring words unfamiliar to my ears. When he finished with Ikem, Ikem asked me what he had been saying in a soft tone.

	"I can’t remember it all, maybe I wanted to bathe myself," I answered Ikem.

	"Junior, is that what I asked you? Did I ask if you wanted to bathe yourself or not?" Ikem's voice changed.

	"Okay, now I remember, Ikem. He said something like 'Ogbonnaya, I am separating you from this child, Junior. He is now a different person and no longer your child. It doesn’t mean that you will not fight for him in the spiritual realm, but it means that you should stop visiting him, stop touching him so that his mind will detach from’… He then lowered his tone, so I couldn’t catch it all. But does that water have the power to change Daddy's mind about us and keep him from returning?" I asked Ikem.

	Ikem told me that the water was extraordinary. He also explained that Daddy was dead, and we wouldn't see him anymore unless in the mortuary. As he spoke, I saw a sense of boldness in his face, as if that water imbued him with courage.

	Later that night, Mama summoned us to the parlour. Ikem and I sat together while Mama occupied the cane chair. Mama informed us that for over three weeks, Daddy had been taken away in a car called an ‘Ambulance,’ used to transport deceased individuals to the mortuary where attendants cared for them until their families were ready for burial. As Mama spoke, I glanced into her eyes, searching for any sign of tears, but found none. Mama bravely told us that our Daddy was dead, cautioning especially me to stop calling and thinking of him, as she was there to take care of our needs. I went to bed, yet the thought of my Daddy didn't enter my mind that day.

	***

	It was a serene Thursday morning, with a tranquillity that enveloped the surroundings. As Mama emerged, we greeted her warmly, noticing her venture into the kitchen for the first time since Daddy's departure. There, she prepared a delectable vegetable dish, which we savoured alongside "Fufu."

	"I've never been fond of Fufu because of its pungency," Mama remarked, initiating a tale of a man with seven wives. Among them, she recounted, he adored six but held disdain for the seventh. Yet, despite his affections, the man remained childless. Desperate for an heir, he sought the aid of a renowned herbalist, who bestowed upon him seven palm fruits, one for each wife. To the one he cherished most, he gave two. While the other wives discarded the nuts, believing they had consumed the fruit's fertility, the despised wife cracked a nut and consumed it, to everyone's astonishment. She soon conceived and bore a son.

