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The atmosphere in the gazebo behind Mahdi and Ginud Foster's house was a delightful mix of chaos and joy. The ladies flitted around the large table like colorful birds, carefully arranging platters of delicacies that smelled as good as they looked. 

The men gathered around the grill, immersed in their raucous camaraderie, grilling a tempting assortment of meats and vegetables. 

Laughter bubbled up from both groups, mingling with the savory aromas filling the air.

SipSip stood awkwardly among the men, feeling entirely out of place. His small frame seemed lost among the towering figures twirling skewers and swapping exaggerated stories. Occasionally, he glanced longingly at the gate, hoping DuDu and Lukka would appear soon. 

He tugged at his father, Omiddu’s, sleeve for the fifth time in as many minutes, his tone tinged with impatience.  “Daddy, when will you teach me to ride a cow?”

Omiddu, amused and in the middle of recounting a highly improbable story about dodging meteors, waved his son off. “Patience, kid. The boys went to fetch a cow just for you. Daddy will teach you how to be the best cow rider this side of the galaxy.”

SipSip sighed, kicking at the ground as the men burst out laughing at another one of Omiddu’s legendary (and probably made-up) stories. "Maybe I should have gone boating with Ela and Dali," he grumbled, thinking about how much fun they were perhaps having with his sisters on the lake.

Meanwhile, the ladies had just finished setting the table. Sttely, standing at the head, raised her voice above the din. “Boys! Is that barbecue ready? We’re starving!”

“Ready!” Tatu and Mallu shouted in unison, each hefting a tray of sizzling meat and heading toward the gazebo. Jack and Omiddu followed close behind, balancing steaming trays of grilled vegetables.

A loud cheer erupted from SipSip near the gate as the food was being set down. DuDu and Lukka had finally arrived, mounted on two sturdy cows. Behind them, on a long lead, was a third cow. The robust and slightly annoyed creature was intended for SipSip.

DuDu waved enthusiastically to his father. “Daddy! The cow’s here! Come teach SipSip how to ride!”

Omiddu’s eyes lit up with glee as he set down his tray. Turning to the crowd with a theatrical flourish, he raised both index fingers, his voice booming:  “And now, Ladies and Gentlemen, prepare to witness the pinnacle of professional cow-riding!”

Sttely crossed her arms, a wry smile playing on her lips. “I’m sure this will be very ‘professional,’” she muttered, already bracing herself for the inevitable disaster.

Jack leaned toward Tatu and asked curiously, “Tatu, do you think Omiddu’s ever ridden a cow?”

Already shaking with laughter, Tatu said, “Not a clue, Jack, but I can promise you one thing: whatever happens, it will be legendary.”

Mallu, ever the voice of reason, interjected. “It could be dangerous. Maybe you should stop him.”

“Stop him?” Tatu doubled over, his eyes red from laughing. “And rob us of seeing this masterpiece? Not a chance!”

The fully invested crowd emerged from the gazebo to watch as Omiddu approached the cow with SipSip in tow. The boy’s eyes were wide with excitement, utterly convinced that his father was about to impart priceless wisdom. Omiddu crouched down, placing his hands on SipSip’s shoulders as if sharing ancient secrets.

“Observe, my son,” Omiddu said with utmost confidence. “This is how a true cow-riding expert does it. Step one: grab the cow by the tail. Step two: a quick jump. And bam! You’re on her back. Got it? Learn from the best.”

Omiddu grabbed the cow’s tail dramatically, but the cow had other plans. With a mighty jerk, it took off, dragging Omiddu behind it like a comet chasing a very unlucky tail.

“Oh, no!” cried SipSip.

“Oh, yes!” hollered Tatu, already doubled over with laughter.

The cow, clearly a master of self-defense, delivered a series of precise kicks with its hind hooves, each one landing squarely on Omiddu’s head. With every blow, Omiddu’s head snapped back like a spring-loaded jack-in-the-box. The crowd exploded into hysterical laughter, tears streaming down their faces.

“Why doesn’t he just let go?” Mallu asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

"Noooo!" hissed Jack, clutching his sides. "This is too good! It'd be a shame to miss such a cool show!"

Eventually, Omiddu let go of the tail and collapsed into the dust, arms, and legs sprawled out like a meteor had hit him. The cow victoriously sauntered off to graze, occasionally casting a contemptuous glance at her vanquished opponent.

“What a pity it’s over so soon,” Sttely remarked, wiping tears from her eyes. Turning to the group, she added with a mischievous glint, “When he gets up, if he gets up, I’m daring him to do it again. Maybe we’ll get an encore.”

Another wave of laughter rippled through the crowd as SipSip looked at his mother with wide, worried eyes.

“Should I go help him?” he asked softly.

Sttely crouched down, ruffling his hair. “Leave him there, sweetheart. Maybe this will teach him a lesson about what it means to be a ‘professional.’ Although, to be fair, that was the funniest thing he’s ever done.”

Even Mallu cracked a smile, and the gazebo roared with laughter once more as Omiddu, still lying flat on his back, weakly muttered, “Worth it.”

People gathered around the table, gleefully indulging in the delicious spread, a feast fit for kings. Meanwhile, SipSip, perched awkwardly on the edge of his chair, couldn’t take his eyes off his father, who was still sprawled in the dust like the tragic hero of a comedy no one had paid to see.

Slowly but surely, Omiddu’s limbs began to twitch. First, his fingers, then an unsteady wobble, as though he were a collapsing folding chair trying to reassemble itself. He staggered to his feet with a groan that could have risen from the depths of the earth. He swayed momentarily, arms flailing for balance, looking for all the world like a scarecrow after a particularly violent storm.

A collective sigh rose from the table as Omiddu placed his hands on his bruised head and took stock of his appearance. 

His clothes were tattered and torn,  barely clinging to him like disgruntled tenants forced out without warning. The tears in his clothes revealed a map of scratches and bleeding wounds, evidence that the cow had not dragged him across a lush royal lawn but through a battlefield strewn with stones rough enough to sharpen swords. Dust clung to him like a second skin, while colorful pebbles tumbled from his pockets with every heavy step he took toward the gazebo.

Sttely was the first to spot him. She leaped to her feet with a dramatic gasp, planting her hands on her hips. Her expression, horror, and uncontainable amusement promised a verbal jab sharper than any thorn in Omiddu’s backside.  “You don’t mean to tell me you’re planning to sit at this table looking like that?” she said, arching an eyebrow so high it might have brushed the clouds.

Still brushing himself off in a futile attempt to regain dignity, Omiddu replied in the most innocent tone he could muster, “Well... where else do you expect me to sit?”

Sttely tilted her head, a smirk dancing on her lips. “I don’t know, ‘expert cow-rider.’ Maybe try the
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