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Dedication

    To All the children of the world.

    You are Loved.

    ♥
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Part I
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A Threatening Thing

Long before you were born, or perhaps it was long after you had departed, there was a village. This village, which was called Sesa, was burrowed deep in a tropical forest. The village was at the edge of a swamp where sweet thorn trees flourished and formed a hedge no one could pierce. Nestled in the hedge was a rotten door bruised with moss.

Beyond the door stood a dim grove where marula trees, their trunks smothered by climbing plants, crisscrossed over a narrow dirt path carved into the red earth. Twisting and curving, the path eventually led to the heart of the forest. And there the sounds of baboons swinging from trees, wild pigs chasing young impalas, and geckos scurrying across the grass melded with the muffled voices of children playing.

The dirt path continued on and finally stopped at a round plot of dusty red land where years earlier, the villagers had cleared the trees and bushes to construct the largest hut known to mankind: the Palaver Hut. This hut had no walls, and the roof was made from palm branches held up by thick bamboo sticks stationed in the ground. They say the villagers worked five straight days without stopping to eat or sleep to build that hut.

Under the Palaver Hut, women wearing colorful lappas with matching head wraps cooked and quarreled. Some of them dropped chunks of red meat and leafy greens into colossal iron pots. Others stirred rice with long wooden spoons. A few of the women sat on wicker benches and peeled yams. Some pounded cassavas in mortars.

Surrounding the Palaver Hut were tall fever trees with sprawling branches that cast a shadow over the young children playing hide-and-seek and the chickens searching for beetles and locusts to eat. On these towering fever trees, the talking kingfisher birds perched and listened to the women, their eardrums sharpened for news to carry afar. On this day, it was Muna who was leading the quarrel.

“First, we shall quarrel about the sleeping sun!” Muna bellowed and dropped three pieces of fleshy meat into a boiling pot of water. Muna was the tallest woman in Sesa, and whenever she spoke, the other women had to stand on their toes and stretch their necks to see her face.

“Yesterday,” Muna continued, “the sun slept so much we had to rely on the fireflies for light during the day.”

“De sun is getting lazy-o!” shouted Chima from atop a bucket. Chima was the fussiest woman in Sesa, and so short that whenever she spoke, the other women had to bend their necks to see her face. She was also a terrible cook, and so she was the only woman in Sesa who wasn’t allowed to boil a single grain of rice or toss a single piece of meat into any pot under the Palaver Hut. Embarrassed that she couldn’t cook, Chima spent most of her days tormenting others by starting frivolous quarrels and then challenging her victims to a wrestling match to settle the argument.

“If we don’t do something about de sun’s laziness,” Chima continued, “we will be forced to live in darkness!”

Grumbling and loud chatter filled the hut as the women talked among themselves and agreed that something had to be done soon about the sun’s laziness.

“Do not worry,” Muna said while flapping her hands to settle the crowd. “I promise to go see the Elders tomorrow and lodge a complaint against the sun.”

Managing to pacify the others with her promise, Muna went on: “After we finish talking about the sun, we will quarrel about our declining crops.”

The women nodded and murmured.

“And when we finish talking about the sun and the crops,” Muna continued, “we will quarrel about something threatening our very existence.”

A gasp escaped from somewhere in the crowd. Several women frowned. Others placed hands on their hips and tapped their feet. A few women twisted their mouths and rolled their eyes.

Muna took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “We shall decide what to do about Ezomo.”
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A Problem

Behind the Palaver Hut was a wide mud road that led to the main village compound. The villagers had named this main compound Passtru because it was built in the center of the town, and people had to pass through it to reach the rest of the village. The wide mud road, after passing through Passtru, led to the river, where each day the men of Sesa gathered on canoes made from hollowed tree trunks and rowed to the other side to discuss important affairs. Once on the far riverbank, they sat in rows under the palm trees and looked out over the village farm.

The front row was occupied by men with bald heads and gray beards wearing white robes: the Elders. They were the great-grandchildren of the men and women who had discovered Sesa long ago, so they held the highest rank in the village. They sat on wooden stools, while the other men sat on the red earth. Seated behind the Elders were hunters, fishers, and farmers holding spears, shovels, and whatever else they could bring to show their status. The load carriers, wood-carvers, and basket makers sat in the third row with small pride in their eyes since they didn’t have to sit in the last row, which was reserved for men who, according to the Elders, lacked the talent and skill to contribute fully to the village.

On this day, Sao, the village’s orator, was leading the meeting. He stood before the crowd and glanced at his palm. Written there in red dye was a single word—Ezomo.

“Men of Sesa!” Sao shouted. “This meeting is important-o.”

“E-hey!” the other men replied in unison.

“But before we talk, we must prepare our bellies, which if left hungry, will not support our throats when time comes to speak.”

“E-hey!” the other men shouted, at which point Toba stood and dashed to a canoe to perform one of the few duties he was permitted to do since he had stopped speaking. No one knew what had caused Toba to stop speaking. One morning while standing in the doorway of his hut, he’d attempted to greet his neighbors, but sound refused to leave his mouth. Some suspected witchcraft, some claimed a jealous spirit had stolen his voice, and some said his voice was merely resting.

The villagers had burdened their mouths for weeks with speculation about Toba’s predicament, so their tongues were content to watch in silence the day the Elders ordered Toba and his family to leave Passtru and go to Noroad.

Noroad was the compound reserved for men and women with no talent or skill. The Elders had named it “Noroad” because it was on the outskirts of Sesa, and there was no road leading to it or from it. In Noroad, there were no mud huts, only flimsy shacks made from twigs and palm leaves. “If you can’t contribute fully, you have no business in a real hut,” the Elders had said to Toba.

Before Toba lost his voice, he was a prominent hunter and had led many hunting adventures across the vast forest, venturing to places no other hunter dared to go. But the Elders had proclaimed that without words to give orders or words to teach others, Toba was of little use to the village.

Today, Toba returned from the canoe with a large pot, and inside of it was rice drizzled with palm oil and pieces of smoked fish. The pot was passed around for each man to grab a handful until the last grain was gone, at which time Sao licked palm oil from all ten of his fingers, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and began to speak.

“Men of Sesa! We have gathered here to discuss a problem that must be dealt with sooner rather than later.” Sao glanced once more at the writing on his palm and shook his head. “Men of Sesa. Ezomo continues to test our patience.”

“E-hey!”

“He continues to threaten our existence!”

“E-hey!”

“For years we’ve swallowed his ways even though it pained our throats.”

“E-hey!”

“But when an eel refuses to ease out of its larva, one must extract the meat with bare hands.”

“E-hey!”

Sao lowered his voice. “Men of Sesa. It is time we take action against Ezomo.”
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Ezomo

While the men gathered by the riverbank to eat and confer, and the women gathered under the Palaver Hut to cook and quarrel, the children gathered on the village farm to learn how to be good citizens of Sesa.

The farm was divided into three sections. The smallest section was a grassy plot where goats and sheep grazed on yellow-green grass. The middle section was divided into grids, and on each grid grew potato greens, yams, cassava, or maize. The largest section of the farm was dry and dusty, and peppered with weeds. Encircling it all were mango trees, where yellow and red fruit huddled under green leaves and produced a sweet smell that brushed over the entire farm. Under one of these mango trees was where the children sat in rows and listened to lectures from a grandmother with no teeth who they called Oma.

Oma taught the children how to plant crops, how to milk goats, how to groom themselves properly, and how to be good helpers to their mothers and fathers.

“Ama!” Oma yelled.

A plump girl wearing a yellow lappa sprang to her feet, bowed, and sat back down.

“Togar!” Oma yelled.

A boy wearing a purple-and-orange wrapper stood up, bowed, and sat down. Oma carried on this way until she’d finished calling the names of all the children sitting in the front row, those with bloodlines to the Elders. Next, she called the names of children sitting in the middle rows. These were the children of hunters, fishers, and farmers, and after they stood and bowed, Oma called the names of children sitting near the back, those whose parents were load carriers, wood-carvers, and basket makers. Sitting behind those children, in the very last row, were the children of parents with no talent or skill. That was where Ezomo’s two friends, Chimama and Muja, sat, and they too stood and bowed when Oma shouted their names.

“Ezomo!” was the last name to be called, and once it fled Oma’s mouth, her eyes traveled over the heads of all the other children to the limb of the mango tree where Ezomo sat alone. He was gazing across the river and paid her no attention.

“Ezomo!” Oma shouted once more above the snickering of the other children, who had all turned their necks to gape at Ezomo. Again, her voice traveled in vain.

Oma marched to the tree trunk and whacked Ezomo’s leg. “Ezomo!”

Ezomo flinched and looked down. Oma wore a brown lappa wrapped tightly around her gaunt body—like a moth in a cocoon. In her right hand, she held a chewing stick which she regularly fed to her mouth to be gnawed by her gums.

She wagged her chewing stick at Ezomo. “You here today?”

Ezomo scratched his head. “Huh?”

“Stand urp!”

Ezomo leapt to the ground. He looked to his left and right as if seeing the farm for the first time. Then his attention settled on the faces watching him and he felt ashamed. His shame was so great that after it consumed him, it crept to some of the other children, and Ezomo saw it staring back at him through their eyes. He looked down and fidgeted with the dingy blue wrapper around his waist. He wished for darkness to descend and suffocate the morning light so that no one, not even the grasshoppers and beetles crawling in the grass, could see his face.

“Bow!” Oma snapped, scattering his thoughts.

Ezomo arched his back and lowered his head. A boom of laughter erupted from the other children. He raised his eyes and saw tongues quaking with joy.

“Your wrapper is gone!” Togar said, pointing to Ezomo’s tattered wrapper, which was bunched up between his thighs.

“And so is your hair!” Muja shouted back at Togar.

The laughter continued, but this time everyone turned their attention away from Ezomo’s wrapper to Togar’s thinning hairline.

“Fix yurr wrapper!” Oma rebuked. “Useless boy!” She shook her head and ambled back to her spot to begin the morning lesson.

“We will begin by discussing Ada,” Oma said. “Who remembers hur?”

A skinny boy sitting in the front row wagged his hand, and Oma nodded her approval for him to speak.

“Ada was the girl who opened the village door,” the boy, whose name was Ebo, said.

“Uh-huh. What else did Ada do?”

“She went out alone at night.”

Oma extracted her chewing stick from her mouth and wagged it at Ebo, splashing spit on those in the front row. “Are children allowed out alone at night?”

“No Oma,” Ebo responded.

“And what happened when Ada went out alone at night and opened the durr?”

“Something bad happened,” said Ebo.

Oma yanked her earlobe. “Did you children hear that?” she yelled, startling them. “Something evil happened when Ada opened the durr!”

Whispers and murmuring and fear filled the spaces between the children.

Oma took a deep breath and exhaled. “Was Ada punished for opening the durr?”

“Yes. She was sent to the Valley,” Ebo said.

“Uh-huh. Is the Valley a nice place for children?”

Ebo shook his head. “No. It’s dark and cold. Bats live there.”

“And when will Ada leave the Valley?” Oma asked, pacing back and forth and stirring up the dust.

“Never. She will die there.”

“Correct!” Oma narrowed her eyes. “If you ever see the durr in the forest, will you open it?”

“No Oma!” the children yelled in unison. Except for Ezomo. He was busy drawing circles in the soil with his finger.

“Our ancestors built the durr to protect us, and we must keep it shrut!” Oma continued. “If you ever see the durr in the forest, hide yurr face and run away.”

Chimama raised her hand.

“What you want?” Oma said, pointing her chewing stick at Chimama.

“What evil thing happened when Ada opened the door eh?” Chimama asked.

Oma placed one hand on her hip and glared at Chimama. “Why yurr mother can’t cook eh? Save yurr stupid questions for Chima,” Oma said and spat brown phlegm on the ground. She then pointed her stick to Togar, who had his hand raised, leaving Chimama and the rest of the children to once again imagine what was really behind the village door and what evil thing had happened when Ada opened it. And imagine they did.

For as far back as the villagers of Sesa could recall, the door had always been there, in the forest, and since no one knew why it was there—and only a few people had ever actually seen it—they’d invented many stories about it. Some said all the young animals died the night Ada opened the door. Others said the crops stopped growing for an entire year. Evil spirits lived on the other side, ready to bite your hands off. Behind the door was where crocodiles waited for children to swallow.

After Oma finished answering Togar’s question, and around the time she began teaching the children how to mend huts, Ezomo left. Not physically, but mentally. He was imagining being invisible and strolling past Oma and down to the farm to hide between the maize plants, and had it not been for a fat mosquito landing on his eyelid and disturbing his thoughts, Ezomo would have remained in his daydreams.

He rubbed his eyelid and stretched his neck to see above the heads of the other children, who were watching Oma demonstrate how to tie a three-way knot with two palm leaves. Ezomo pressed his hands into the red earth and eased himself down. Lying flat on his back, he listened to Oma’s gummy, toothless voice.

“Learning under this tree is yurr first duty,” he heard her say. Those were the same words the Elders had uttered to him many times. Once children in Sesa turned four, they were required to spend six days a week learning their lessons under the mango tree.

“Even if you’re sick, we must see you under the mango tree,” the Elders had told him.

Ezomo waited for Oma’s shuffling feet to settle. Then he turned onto his belly, held his breath, and slithered behind the mango tree. He wriggled farther into the leafy shadows and hoped Oma wouldn’t spot him. Ezomo needed to get to a place he considered far more important than the mango tree.
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Waiting

Behind the mango tree was an abandoned fruit stand and a grassy footpath. Ezomo crawled down the footpath, between wild ferns and thistle weeds, and kept crawling until the path matured into a narrow road with yellow hibiscus plants growing along the shoulder. He stood and brushed dirt from his bare chest and legs.

The day was young, and with the sun asleep, gray clouds played jubilantly in the sky and cast a gloomy veil over Sesa. Ezomo inhaled the morning air and released it through his mouth. The tightness in his stomach softened. He felt small peace.

Eventually, the narrow road joined the wide mud road, and together, they carried Ezomo to Passtru. With everyone attending to various morning duties, the compound and all its commodities—pots, pans, mortars—were left to rest, and the only sound lingering was from an old goat munching on a cassava peel. Ezomo scuttled through Passtru, stopping briefly by a basket of corn to tuck one in his wrapper. Then he slipped behind a mud hut where tall elephant grass swallowed his body and spared his head.

Ezomo shuffled between the blades of grass, swatting frisky katydids and restless mosquitos. In the distance, the forest with its baboons, impalas, and geckos awaited him. Ezomo walked and swatted until he’d passed the shadow of the Palaver Hut and reached the lip of the forest where there was a large rock upon which he sat most days to pass the time.

Ezomo had come to know that rock three years earlier when his father died. The week his father passed, Ezomo’s mother, Yatta, had tried explaining the idea of death to Ezomo but spoke so indirectly—in parables and proverbs—that Ezomo thought dying was a temporary mishap and kept waiting for his father to return from a hunting contest the Elders had arranged. Every morning at sunrise, Ezomo had trekked to the forest to wait for his father. And every day at sunset, he’d returned home disappointed and confused that his father had never showed.

One day while Ezomo sat restlessly under the mango tree not listening to Oma, he overheard Chimama and Muja whispering about the leopard that had killed his father. When Ezomo asked Chimama and Muja what they were discussing, they pretended not to hear him and brushed him off.

Another morning, while Ezomo waited on the rock for his father, one of the village’s many talking birds, Bisa, had been perched on a tree nearby. Bisa watched Ezomo for a while and decided he would put some sense into the poor boy’s head.

“Ezomo!” Bisa called from atop the tree. “Why e come here every day?”

“Waiting for my Papa,” Ezomo said.

“E no come back Ezomo.”

“Why not?”

“Because e killed by leopard. Go home.”

Ezomo ran home and repeated Bisa’s words to his mother.

“Bisa is cantankerous. A sour bird he is!” Yatta sputtered. Then speaking plainly, without proverbs, Yatta confirmed that Bisa—cantankerous and all—was telling the truth. When Yatta finished speaking, Ezomo felt a heavy lump settle in his throat and block his voice, so that his eyes were forced to translate his words into tears. And yet still, Ezomo kept returning to the rock every morning.

After a year, the lump abandoned Ezomo’s throat and settled in his muscles, making them tense with anger. So much so that one morning, Ezomo marched to the compound where the Elders lived and, finding them sitting on a veranda drinking palm juice, he spoke with rage vibrating on his tongue and asked them why they let his father die. With their bellies full of palm juice, they’d laughed at him and told him to put aside his grief and start contributing to Sesa like everyone else. Then they ordered him to go home.

On the way there, Ezomo felt the lump leave his muscles and rest on his heart. Over the years, the lump grew big and powerful and swallowed Ezomo’s feelings. And one day, the lump got tired and departed, taking with it parts of Ezomo and leaving behind only a shadow of the boy he once was. It was around that time that the villagers grew impatient with Ezomo. They complained that because he wasn’t learning anything, he wasn’t helping to carry the village forward. Sesa was self-sustaining. If the village was to continue existing, the knowledge of the old had to be passed
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