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Prologue
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In the land of Umuebube, where the ancestors speak through silence and tradition walks beside every man, a story begins not with war, nor with famine, but with love.

Ikemba returns home after years in America—educated, healed others, carried the weight of a doctor’s duty. But beneath his calm is a secret: he has given his heart to Uloma, a woman of quiet strength and deep grace.

Yet in this world of lineage and belonging, love is not enough.

Uloma is Osu.

And in Umuebube, that name is not spoken lightly.

Their love is not forbidden by malice, but by centuries of custom—rules etched not in stone, but in the breath of elders, in the silence of shrines, in the fear of what happens when the old ways are broken.

This is not just a tale of two hearts.

It is a reckoning—between past and future, duty and desire, fear and faith.

And when the drums begin to beat, the whole village will have to choose: who belongs, and who is cast out.
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The Return of Ikemba
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Some days in Umuebube Kingdom, the air is thick with excitement, as if everyone senses something special is about to happen. Even visitors who do not know the village well might stop and wonder: Is there a festival today? Or has Mazi Okorie, the famous hunter awarded the title Ogbuagu—the Lion Killer—brought down another wild beast? What else could explain the sudden joy spreading through the streets?

The air in Umuebube hummed with a promise—not the usual murmur of market day or the steady rhythm of planting season, but the electric pause before a storm. Even strangers sensed it: the way children abandoned their ncho, okoso, and suwe games to stare at the road, how the village drums changed their beat. This was no festival. No lion had been slain. Yet the royal gongman struck the ogene three times—a sound that coiled like smoke through the crowd.

Something had happened.

In the square, the earth trembled under dancing feet. Women spun in different styled lappa, their colors flashing like birds in flight. The modest wore Akwete, handwoven and plain; others shimmered in Ankara, bold and proud. But only the most privileged dared wear Akwa-George—the crown jewel of fabrics.

For in those days, besides Hollandaise lappa, another luxury fabric made in Holland, Akwa-George was not for everyone. It was a luxury, a statement, a symbol of status. Woven in the mills of England and named for the British king himself, it arrived in Nigeria stiff and rich, dyed deep indigo or royal blue, its surface embroidered with intricate floral motifs in gold and silver thread. The Igbo, with their keen eye for grandeur, did not call it by its colonial name. They called it Akwa-George—a tongue-twisting homage, a reclamation, a way of saying: This may come from the white man’s land, but here, it belongs to us.To wear it was to declare: I have arrived. To wrap it was to say: My son walked among the white men. My husband owns land and yams. My house stands firm.

And so, the women who spun in Akwa-George that day moved with a different kind of fire. Their laughter was sharp as the oja flute’s cry—not just from joy, but from pride. They were seen. They were known.

The air hung heavy with the scent of food, a rich tapestry of aromas that wrapped itself around the gathering like a warm embrace. The servers moved with the grace of those who had done this many times before, their trays laden with roasted yam and plantains, glistening under a sheen of palm oil and sprinkled with the sharp, bitter utazi leaves.

Mazi Ekwutos, a man of little patience when it came to his favorite dishes, could hardly contain himself. His eyes followed the steaming pot of nkwobi and the garnished akidi as it made its way through the crowd, as if it were headed toward Mazi Okeke, who sat beside him on the wooden bench. The sight of it stirred something deep within him, a hunger that went beyond the belly.

Unable to wait for the servers to reach him, he hurriedly stretched out his hands, slow but determined, to claim his share. “If the mountain will not come to Muhammad,” he muttered under his breath, “then Muhammad must go to the mountain.”

“Ekwutos, onye odogelegele!” Mazi Okeke scolded, his voice sharp with disapproval. “Ekwutos, the impatient one! Why can’t you wait for your turn? Always in a hurry, tufiakwa! Must you rush like a child chasing after flies? Only an impatient man would labor himself climbing the ukwa tree to shake down unripe seeds when he fully knows they will fall in their time.”

But Ekwutos only smiled, unshaken. His fingers twitched toward the nkwobi, its pepper scent thick enough to taste. “Obu n’imaghi n’eme ngwangwa emeghara odachi,” he responded, swiping a chunk before the servers could protest, his words carrying the weight of an elder’s wisdom. “If you do not act with haste, you clear the way for obstacles.”

After licking his fingers, Ekwutos grinned. “A man who hesitates eats cold nkwobi.” He tossed the empty husk aside. “Let the others wait. The hero’s feast was meant to be claimed.”

Around them, the feast roared on—roasted corn, the king’s palm wine, laughter thick as honey—but the true hunger lay elsewhere. Eyes darted toward the road. Hands clenched.

The queen mother stood rigid, her indigo robes swallowing the last light. The prince’s knuckles whitened around his spear. Only the king remained still on his royal throne, two guards beside him with swords, one at the back fanning him with a big royal akupe.

Then—a shout.

A child’s scream.

The drums choked into silence.

“Chimuo, Ikemba alotala o!”

The cry tore through the square. A wave of jubilation surged—voices, flutes, the thunder of feet on red earth—but the royal family did not move.

Ikemba had returned.

The illustrious son of Nze Udokamma, whose name was spoken like a prayer in Umuebube, now walked the road he had left as a boy. Ten years in the white man’s land, ten years of letters that came fewer, then ceased. The scholar sent to study medicine, the pride of Otuobi, stood at the edge of the square, his shadow longer than anyone remembered.

The king’s staff trembled.

Ten years of immersion in foreign culture had subtly shaped Ikemba, yet his accent remained rooted in his heritage. Unlike Amadike, son of the late Ekwedike, who returned last year speaking in an affected shibirishibiri tone, mimicking foreign intonations. His people struggled to understand him, prompting the kingdom to hire an interpreter to decipher his gibberish.

Amadike’s attempts to shed his heritage were laughable. He donned designer suits, flashed foreign watches, and flaunted his “international” connections.

“Yah men, I’m a cosmopolitan boy now!” Amadike declared, nose upturned. “I’ve transcended tribal boundaries.” But his people saw through the facade.

So far, King Ebubedike had observed that Ikemba, unlike Amadike, had kept his humility intact and remained firmly rooted in their customs. As the elders often said, “Through the foul stench of fart, the taste of feces is revealed.” Ikemba, with his golden smile and quiet strength, had always shown through his actions that his studies abroad had not washed away his heritage. “My roots remain here,” he would say, his voice steady and true, like the ancient iroko tree that stood at the center of the village. Yet as these words left his lips, shadows flitted at the edges of his mind. In those moments, he felt the weight of expectations heavy on his shoulders. The world watched him closely, seeking signs of change, and he secretly questioned if his journey had altered him in unseen ways. Was he still aligned with the values he cherished, or had success broadened him beyond recognition? The quiet moments alone allowed doubt to slink like an unseen visitor, testing the convictions he’d brought back with him.

Amadike, on the other hand, had become a spectacle of desperation. He threw lavish parties, his wealth on display like a peacock’s feathers, and boasted endlessly about his “world-class” education. He spoke of his degrees and business acumen as though they were charms that could single-handedly transform the kingdom. “My degree is top-notch,” Amadike would sneer, his voice dripping with pride. “My knowledge will revolutionize our land.”

––––––––
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But Elder Ugochukwu, a man whose wisdom was as deep as the Niger, saw through the glitter. One day, he approached Amadike and said, “My son, your wealth is impressive, but tell me, what have you done for our people?”

Amadike stammered, “I... I’ve created jobs... and... and...” His words trailed off, thin and unconvincing, like smoke dissipating into the air.

Elder Ugochukwu shook his head, his voice heavy with disappointment. “We do not need empty promises, Amadike. A deed that requires too many words to explain is often built on lies. What we need is action, for action speaks louder than the mightiest voices.”

The elder’s words hung in the air, sharp and clear, drawing a line between Ikemba’s quiet humility and Amadike’s hollow pretensions. It was a lesson as old as the hills, yet one that needed repeating: true greatness is measured not by what one claims, but by what one does for the people.

Ikemba’s tall, athletic build and chiseled features, honed from years of dedication to his studies and a passion for sports, commanded attention without seeking it. His dark, piercing eyes sparkled with a warm intelligence, while his firm jawline and gentle smile exuded a sense of quiet confidence.

Though his perspective had broadened, like a river swollen by tributaries, his heart remained anchored to the traditions of his people. And yet, his sojourn abroad had also awakened a quiet disquietude, a discomfort with the entrenched norms that relegated some to the shadows.

His feet, now tempered by the concrete paths of foreign cities, had carried him back to the familiar terrain of his ancestors, where the red earth and green forests whispered secrets of the past. The village, sensing the return of one of its own, stirred with excitement, like a sleeping giant awakened by the rustling of leaves, its collective heartbeat quickening with anticipation.

As Ikemba stepped down on the dusty horizon, his family and friends gathered around him, their faces aglow with anticipation. His sister, Obiageri, with eyes that shone like the morning dew, embraced him with tears of joy, her slender frame trembling with emotion.

“Ikemba, nwannem o! Or Ikemba, my brother, I’m so happy that you have finally returned to us!” Obiageri exclaimed, her voice trembling. “We have missed you so dearly!”

His eyes welled up with tears as he embraced his sister, overcome with emotion. He had longed to see his family for so long, and now, finally, he was home.

His brother, Chinedu, stood tall, his serious face softening ever so slightly, like the gentle lapping of waves on the Njaba River.

“Welcome back, dede Ikemba,” Chinedu said respectfully, as it was customary for younger ones to honor their elders by not calling them by name directly without attaching dede, ndaa, or senior as a prefix. His deep voice filled with warmth. “I’m happy to see you again after many years of absence from us.”

Ikemba’s voice cracked as he replied, “Chinedu, my brother, I’ve missed you all so much. I’ve thought about you every day.”

As he hugged his brother tightly, tears streamed down his face, releasing a decade’s worth of longing and nostalgia. The crowd around them cheered and clapped, but Ikemba’s focus was solely on his siblings, basking in the warmth of their reunion.

Just then, he asked, “Where is Papa and Mama?”

“Look, Papa is here!” someone replied.

“And Mama?” Ikemba asked, his eyes scanning the crowd.

“She’s at home, not feeling too well,” Obiageri said, her brow furrowed with concern.

His face fell, but he quickly composed himself as he walked toward his father, who was enthusiastically waiting.

“Papa!” Ikemba exclaimed, embracing his father warmly.

Nze Udokamma, the esteemed holder of the revered Nze no ozo title, stood tall with pride, his eyes aglow with happiness. A paragon of wisdom and integrity, he had earned the community’s respect and admiration through his selfless leadership and unwavering dedication to their traditions. Previously conferred the prestigious Eze ji title, reserved for great men who excelled in yam farming and leadership, he had always been a rock for his family. Now, as he enveloped his son in a warm embrace, his heart swelled with joy. “My son, Ikemba, you have returned home! I am so proud of the man you have become. Truly, a lion will never beget a lizard.”

Ikemba embraced his father closely, taking in the familiar features, now etched with age and wisdom. “Papa, I’ve missed you so much.”

The two shared a tender moment, basking in the joy of their reunion, as the crowd around them cheered and celebrated.

Ikemba was ushered to the town square, where a great celebration awaited him. King Ebubedike nke asaa, the wise and just ruler of Umuebube kingdom, sat majestically on his throne, resplendent in his royal regalia.

His kingdom prospered under his leadership, marked by peace, abundance, and cultural revival. The king’s name, Ebubedike, signifying “The glory of a warrior,” suited him well, for he wielded his authority with kindness, fairness, and strength. Ikemba went straight to bow to the king, who placed a benevolent hand on his shoulder, his eyes warm with welcome.

King Ebubedike’s eyes shone with pride as he gazed at Ikemba. “My dear son, your return home is a Devin will of our ancestors.”

One of the kingdom’s elders, Ozurumba, stepped forward. “Your Majesty, our kingdom’s sons and daughters have always excelled. We’ve conquered wars, harvested abundance, hunted mighty beasts—and now, we celebrate Ikemba’s triumph.”

The king nodded. “Yes, our people have always demonstrated resilience and excellence. Remember the wars against Obodoukwu and Ogbunike? Our warriors emerged victorious, securing our borders and prosperity.”

Another elder, Odumodu, added, “And who can forget the great harvests of yams and cassava? Our farmers’ labor yielded abundance, feeding our people and neighboring kingdoms.”

The king’s voice swelled. “Today, we honor Ikemba, who has brought glory to our kingdom. His medical expertise, acquired in the esteemed universities in the United States of America, will bless our people.”

Ikemba’s face glowed with humility as the crowd applauded.

The king continued, “Ikemba’s achievement is not solely his own. It reflects the values of Umuebube kingdom: hard work, wisdom, and compassion.”

A village elder, Ugochukwu, stepped forward. “We welcome you back, Ikemba. Your skills will bring good health to our people and strengthen our community.”

The villagers cheered, congratulating Ikemba on his triumphant return.

As the king’s voice boomed out, the crowd melted into silence. “My son, Ikemba, you have made us proud,” he declared. The atmosphere was heavy with anticipation as the king continued, “Your achievements in the distant land of America show your hard work and dedication. May your return bring prosperity and joy to this kingdom, and may our ancestors smile upon you.”

The crowd erupted into a frenzy of cheers and applause, their voices rising to the heavens like the smoke from the sacrificial fires. “Isee!” they chanted, their faces aglow with excitement. Ikemba, humbled by the grand welcome, bowed his head in gratitude. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he replied, his voice filled with awe. “I am honored to return home and serve my community. Even me, ordinary Ikemba, I am surprised to be welcomed like this in such a grand way.”

But the king would not let Ikemba’s humility stand. “You are not ordinary, my son,” he said, his voice loud and measured. “Umuebube kingdom does not begat ordinary people. As our people say, ‘No matter the size of an Ofo, it must be honorably carried with two hands.’ You are a son of our great kingdom, and we must carry you with the dignity and pride that comes with that heritage.”

The crowd, sensing the weight of the king’s words, nodded in agreement. Chief Okoro, a respected elder and member of the council of chiefs, stood up from his wooden chair. A veteran of many battles and a close friend of Ikemba’s father, he had been a pillar of strength and wisdom in the community for many years. He raised his Odu, the elephant tusk, with his right hand—a symbol of his status and authority—and chanted, his voice rising to the heavens, “Chacha chacha chacha Umuebube kwenu!”

The crowd responded with a thunderous “Yaa!”, their voices echoing like the drums of war. Again, Chief Okoro chanted, his voice growing louder and more insistent. “Chacha chacha chacha Umuebube kwenu!” And again, they responded, their voices rising to a fever pitch. “Yaa, Him kwenu, kwezuonuo!” The crowd’s eyes flashed with excitement as they chanted, “Yoo!” And as their voices spent, the crowd slowly began to disperse.

As the voices condensed, Ikemba, his heart full of gratitude, turned to the king as he prostrated. “Thank you, Your Majesty,” he said, his voice filled with emotion. “I will not forget this day, and I will strive to make our community proud.” The king, his eyes shining with pride, placed a hand on Ikemba’s back. “I have no doubt that you will, my son,” he said. “You are a true son of Umuebube kingdom.”

Ikemba stood midst the crowd, his hands raised in gratitude. “Thank you, my people, for this wonderful welcome! I am honored to be back home.”

The crowd quieted down, eager to hear his words.

“I want to express my deepest gratitude to this community for the opportunity you gave me to study abroad. I promise to make you proud, to use my skills and knowledge to serve and uplift our community.”

The crowd erupted in cheers again—“Isee!”

Nze Udokamma, his father, smiled broadly. “My son, you have made us proud already. We expect more great things from you. There is always more water where the rivers flow from”

Ikemba smiled, his eyes shining with determination. “I will not disappoint you, Papa. I will work tirelessly to make a positive impact in our kingdom.”

The crowd cheered and chanted his name—“Ikemba! Ikemba! Ikemba!”

— as he stood midst the joy, basking in the love and pride of his people.

His face carried the quiet strength of one who had walked far and seen much—like the ancient iroko trees that watched over Umuebube, their roots deep, their branches scarred by time. His eyes were thoughtful, holding stories too heavy for words: of foreign streets, of healing hands, of lives saved and lives lost.

Even as laughter surrounded him and the warmth of family filled the air, a shadow lingered in his heart. He could not forget the incident on his way passing a nearby city where a soldier gunned down an innocent man—just walking home, like any other son, any other father. The memory rose like dust in the wind, sudden and choking.

But that story...

That pain...

Would have to wait.

Not today.

Not now.

The grief would not steal this moment from him.

Today, he was home.

After the grand celebration, Ikemba’s old friends walked him to his car, eager to catch up. His siblings, Obiageri and Chinedu, had already jumped into the backseat, bubbling with excitement. As Ikemba approached, his friends, led by Obiukwu, welcomed him with cheers and playful jabs. Obiukwu, with his prominent forehead and slightly flared nose, who had always been the more ambitious of the group, had a fire in his eyes that never seemed to dim. Growing up, he had been driven to succeed, always looking for ways to improve his life and the lives of those around him.

“Ikemba, the American returns!” Obiukwu exclaimed, clapping him on the back. “We’ve missed you, brother!” Chukwuebuka chimed in. “A lot has changed since you left,” Obiukwu said, eyeing him with curiosity. “But we want to hear about your adventures. What’s America like?”

As they strolled beside his car, Ikemba’s eyes took in the familiar sights and sounds, and he felt a nostalgia for the simplicity of his youth. He began to describe his experiences. “It’s a different world, full of towering buildings and endless possibilities.”

His friends listened with wide eyes, eager to hear more about his journey. Ikemba’s heart swelled with gratitude for the warm welcome, feeling grateful to be back among friends and family who loved him.

As he continued, their curiosity was evident in the widening of their eyes, eager to hear more about his journey.

“But what about the people?” asked Chukwuebuka.

“The people are diverse, like a rich tapestry,” he replied. “And though I’ve witnessed breathtaking beauty, my return has revealed a deep longing that burns within me, a fire that was kindled abroad and now fuels my very being.”

His friends exchanged curious glances, sensing there was more to the story.

“What is it, Ikemba?” Obiukwu asked, noticing his distant gaze.

He hesitated, unsure how to express it. “It’s nothing, just memories,” he said with a forced smile. But his friends knew him too well, and they sensed that something was amiss—yet they didn’t press the issue, simply nodding in agreement as they continued their stroll beside the car.

“And you, Obiukwu, how have you been? What’s new in your life?” Ikemba asked.

Obiukwu’s expression turned reflective, his eyes gazing into the distance. “My brother, I have struggled so much in this village, and it seems nothing is really working out for me. I’m hopeful that one day there will be a change of story.” His voice was laced with a mix of frustration and determination. “And when I finally make this money, I will go for a chieftain title, hahaha. And who will guess what name I will choose?”

His friends exchanged curious glances, their minds racing with possibilities, but none dared to venture a guess. They were too intrigued, too eager to uncover the mystery that Obiukwu had carefully guarded.

The group’s silence was palpable, a collective holding of breath as they awaited the revelation. Obiukwu’s grin was mischievous, his eyes sparkling with amusement, as he savored the moment. Then, with a flourish, he revealed, “I will choose the title name Ihienwokemerebaa, one of Umuebube kingdom.”

Chukwuebuka, who was standing behind him, exclaimed in amazement, “Ihienwokemerebaa, one of Umuebube kingdom!” and raised his two hands in a gesture of respect and honor.

Obiukwu’s eyes sparkled with delight, but he quickly lowered his voice, caution etched on his face. He lifted one finger to his lips, as if to silence himself, and whispered to Chukwuebuka, “Shh, not so loud before you land me in trouble. The Chiefs’ Council might hear about it and place a fine on me for bearing a chieftain title without being initiated and completing the required rituals. Someone might even use the name before me, since I haven’t officially claimed it.” His voice was laced with concern, his desire to claim the title exclusively evident.

The name hung in the air, its significance unfolding like a tale of triumph. For in their native tongue, “Ihienwokemerebaa” whispered secrets of perseverance, of a man’s unyielding quest to vanquish poverty’s shadows. It spoke of the countless nights spent plotting, the endless days toiling, and the unwavering resolve to rise above the ashes of adversity.

As the group’s laughter and playful jests subsided, Ikemba’s eyes locked onto Obiukwu’s, shining with a deep understanding. “That’s a bold choice, my friend,” he said, his voice laced with reverence. Obiukwu nodded, his eyes aglow with the fire of a thousand struggles and triumphs. In that moment, the name “Ihienwokemerebaa” became a beacon, illuminating the unyielding spirit of a man who had conquered the unconquerable and emerged victorious.

While they drove through the village, Ikemba was struck by the familiarity of it all. The same mud houses with thatched roofs, though some strange newly built mansions, on the same dusty streets, the same vibrant marketplaces. Yet, something felt different. Perhaps it was the way the villagers looked at him, with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. Or perhaps it was the way he felt, like an outsider returning home after a long journey.

As he approached his family’s compound in the sleek, black Peugeot 404, its chrome bumpers glinting in the sunlight, his mother waited eagerly, her eyes shining with tears of joy. She let out a loud scream of delight, “My son is home!” as he stepped out of the car, its door creaking open with a familiar screech. “Mama, nnem oma! I’m back home!”

Miraculously, her arthritis, which had previously made her movements difficult, seemed to have vanished. Her heavy body now felt light, as if the return of her son had lifted the burden from her limbs. She rushed toward him, embracing him warmly, holding him tight as if she would never let him go.

Nze Udokamma, who had quickly returned after the welcome ceremony, stood beside his wife, his face stern but his eyes betraying a hint of warmth. A small smile played on his lips, revealing his deep happiness at their reunion.

As Ikemba embraced his mother, he stepped a bit back and dipped his hand into his black suit’s inner pocket, took a bunch of dollar bills, and spread them on the ground beside his mother.

With a swift, elegant motion, she stylishly unwrapped a single piece of her expensive akwa-George, a luxurious British-styled lappa, from the double layer she wore, and spread it on the floor for her son to step on. With a graceful dance step, reminiscent of the traditional etilogu dance, she sang, “Agalama nwam, onye ga enyem” (“If not for my child, who would give me”). She continued to list more items, weaving a rich melody, as the gathered crowd joined in, chorusing in harmony. “akwa-George,” she sang, and they responded, “onye ga enye gi.” She added, “ego oyibo,” and they chorused again, “onye ga enye gi.” She continued, “Ah, eh, iyowekwe!” Her voice thundered with a loud, joyful laughter, filling the air with merriment.

Everyone was amazed as his siblings joined the dance. His mother Nwangbo had not been in good health due to her arthritis, which had made her unable to stand for long without supporting herself. Yet, the joy of her son’s return had given her newfound strength, proving that even a lame person can walk with joy.

“I learnt you’re not feeling well, Mama,” Ikemba asked, concern etched on his face.

His mother smiled, her eyes shining with tears. “Yes, my son, but your return has brought a miraculous healing. Seeing you safe and sound has lifted the burden from my heart and the pain from my body.”

Ikemba’s face lit up with a warm smile as he hugged his mother tightly once more. “I’m home now, Mama. I’m not going anywhere. We’ll take care of you together.”

His mother’s face glowed with joy, her eyes closed in contentment as she basked in the love and warmth of her son’s embrace.

The scene was filled with the warmth and love of a family reunited, the air thick with emotion as they enjoyed this moment of togetherness. Ikemba’s heart swelled with gratitude and love for his family, feeling grateful to be home at last.

“Ikemba, my son,” his mother said, her voice trembling with emotion. “Welcome home. We thought we had lost you forever.” He smiled, feeling a lump form in his throat. “I’m home, Mama,” he said. “I’m home to stay.”

The night finally drew near, his family gathered around him, their faces eager to hear tales of his adventures in America. His mother, Nwangbo, sat beside him, her eyes shining like the stars on a clear moonlight.

“My son, tell us of your journey,” she said, her voice warm as the embers of a fire.

He took a deep breath, collecting his thoughts like a farmer gathers his harvest. “America is a land of great beauty and great challenges,” he began. “I struggled to find my place, like a river searching for its path.”

His father, Nze Udokamma, nodded thoughtfully, his eyes wise as the elders of old. “Your wisdom has greatly improved, I love your choice of words. Like father like son,” he said with a warm smile, as they shared a hearty laugh.

“We knew it wouldn’t be easy, but we had faith in you, our son,” his father continued, his voice filled with pride. “What were some of the hardest times you faced in America?”

Ikemba took a deep breath, reflecting on his journey. “There were many challenges, Papa. From adapting to a new culture to facing discrimination and self-doubt. But I persevered, remembering the values you taught me—hard work, resilience, and the importance of community.”

His father nodded, his eyes shining with pride. “You have made us proud, Ikemba. Your mother and I always knew you had the potential to excel.”

As more questions came, his eyes clouded, remembering the difficulties like a stormy sky. “There were times when I felt so alone, so disconnected from everything I knew. I struggled to make friends, to find work... But I persevered, like a tortoise carrying its home on its back.”

“And what about the good times? What were some of the most amazing experiences you had?” Obiageri asked.

His face lit up with a smile, like the sun breaking through the clouds. “Oh, there were many. I saw breathtaking landscapes, met incredible people... And I discovered a new sense of purpose, a new passion that drives me still, like a drumbeat in my heart.”

“Ah, my son, you have truly seen the world,” his mother said, her voice filled with wonder. “But tell us, is it true what they say, that it is a land of milk and honey? Did you have a handshake with the president, hahah?”

Ikemba chuckled, a deep rumbling sound. “It is a land of plenty, but not without its challenges. The milk and honey come at a price, and not everyone can afford it. As for the president, it’s not that easy, Mama.”

His father nodded thoughtfully. “We have heard stories of the struggles of our people in America. But we also know that it is a land of opportunity, where a man can make a new life for himself.”

As he listened to his father, his eyes took on a faraway look, his thoughts drifting back to the life he had left behind. “Yes, it is a land of opportunity, but also a land of contradictions. Where the rich and poor live in separate worlds, and the past and present collide like two rivers meeting.”

The room fell silent, his family absorbing his words like a sponge soaking up water. Then, his sister spoke up, her voice as cool as the stream of Njaba.

“Ikemba, what of your heart? Did you leave it behind in America, or did you bring it back with you?”

His gaze dropped, his eyes avoiding hers. “My heart... it is a complicated thing, Obiageri. I brought it back with me, but it is still searching for its place, like a bird returning to its nest.”

His mother leaned forward, her hands clasped together in her lap. “Ikemba, my son, we are glad you have returned to us. Your father and I have missed you so dearly.”

“Not just you and Papa,” his sister Obiageri chimed in, “all of us missed him!”

His face softened, his eyes filling with emotion. “I have missed you all too. I have missed the warmth of our compound, the taste of Mama’s cooking, and the sound of Papa’s laughter.”

His father smiled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “We are glad to have you back, Ikemba. But tell us, what are your plans now? Will you stay with us for a while, or will you be returning soon?”

As he hesitated, his thoughts tangled like the threads of a woven basket. “I... I don’t know, Papa. I have been thinking of staying for a while, but I also feel the pull of America, the call of the life I left behind.”

His mother interrupted, her voice laced with a mix of humor and annoyance. “Our son just returned and you’re asking him if he will leave again? Are you chasing him away? Please, let him rest his head before you start planning his departure.”

“Ah, Mama Ikemba, I’m not chasing him away, oh. You can have all the time with your son,” Nze Udokamma chuckled, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

A few lovely arguments started up, with his siblings playfully teasing their father about his curiosity. The room erupted into laughter, the warm, rich sound filling the space like a benediction.

He smiled, feeling a sense of peace all over him. It was good to be home, surrounded by the people and the love he knew best.

Nwangbo stood up, her hands on her hips. “Enough talk for now. Ikemba, come, let me show you to your room. Your dinner is also ready. You must be tired from your journey.”

He nodded, standing up, his long frame unfolding like a giraffe rising from a nap. He followed his mother, feeling grateful for this warm welcome.

As hours slipped away, he dug in with gusto, savoring each bite of his beloved Uha soup and Akpu, lovingly prepared by his mother. While the Akpu’s aroma had lost its allure, its combination with the soup still tantalized his taste buds as he devoured the meal with reckless abandon, his long-dormant craving for the familiar flavors finally satiated after years of absence.

“Mm, thank you, Mama!” he exclaimed, his hand scraping the bottom of the golden-colored glass server, a luxury plate reserved for special occasions and honored guests, now bearing evidence of his voracious appetite. And he stretched himself, his eyes closed in pure delight.

After a brief respite, his reverie was interrupted by his father’s warm voice. “Ikemba, my son, refresh yourself with this keg of palm wine.” As he presented to him a keg of palm wine, its wooden surface adorned with intricate carvings. His eyes lit up with delight as he accepted the keg, feeling the weight of the cool, smooth wood in his hands.

“Thank you, Papa,” he said, his voice filled with gratitude. “This is just what I needed.”

He poured a cup of the rich, creamy palm wine and took a sip, savoring the subtle balance of sweet and sour flavors. As the liquid warmed his chest, he felt a deep sense of comfort and belonging. The palm wine was like a warm embrace from the gods, welcoming him back home with open arms.

“My son, I’m glad you’re enjoying this Nkwu elu. This is a special batch from the renowned Amadi, the finest wine tapper in Ikeduru. He calls it Ikeduru Special, a drink fit for nobles.” He smiled, his eyes gleaming with delight, as he raised the calabash to his lips again, indulging in the sweet, fermented flavor.

“Mm, this is so nice, Papa!” he exclaimed. His family gathered around, sharing cups and stories, their laughter and chatter filling the room like a joyful offering to the ancestors.

As the conversation flowed, Chinedu nudged him playfully, noticing the faraway look in his eyes. “Hey, brother, what’s weighing on your mind? Still dreaming of America?” he asked with a chuckle. Ikemba forced a smile, shaking his head. “No, I’m just tired, that’s all.” But Obiageri’s discerning gaze lingered, her brow furrowed with concern. “Are you certain you’re okay, Ikemba? You seem a little lost in thought.” Ikemba nodded, trying to reassure her with a gentle smile. “I’m fine, Obiageri. Just a little fatigued.”

As night fell and his family went to bed, tired from the day’s celebrations, Ikemba lay awake on his wooden bed. He couldn’t stop thinking about the mysterious woman he had met earlier. Her smile and eyes stayed with him, stirring something deep inside. Even as he drifted toward sleep, his mind kept returning to her, wondering who she was and why she had made such an impression.
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The next morning, Ikemba emerged from the shadows of his chamber, his body renewed by the deep stillness of the night. He stretched his arms, arching his back like a cat rousing from a long, dreamless slumber. The stiffness in his muscles—a lingering echo of his arduous journey—began to melt away as he moved. Rising from his bed, he prepared for the day ahead, washing his body with cold water that sharpened his senses. He dressed in simple yet elegant attire, the fabric soft against his skin. On his feet, his white Converse sneakers gleamed faintly in the pale morning light, a stark contrast to the earthy tones of his surroundings.

Outside, the courtyard hummed with life. The gentle murmur of his family’s voices mingled with the crackling of the breakfast fire. Ikemba stepped into the warmth of their circle, exchanging quiet greetings with his parents and siblings. His mother, her face etched with lines of love and wisdom, handed him a cup of steaming milk, its rich aroma laced with the sweetness of chocolate. “Ehe, Good morning to you too, my son,” she responded, her voice as soothing as a morning breeze. “Hope you slept well last night?”

“Very well, Mama,” he replied, settling onto a wooden bench. He took a slow sip of the warm drink, savoring its comforting richness. “Thank you for asking.”

His father’s face glowed with a deep-seated joy, his eyes crinkled at the corners like the cracked earth after a long drought. “Ikemba, my son,” he said, his voice low and gravelly, “I had begun to fear the gods were playing a cruel trick on me. But now, I see you have truly returned.” Ikemba felt a surge of pride and gratitude swell within him, but it was tempered by the weight of expectation that settled on his shoulders like a heavy cloak. “Thank you, Papa,” he replied, his voice steady and respectful, like a young initiate reciting the sacred rites of his people.

His father leaned forward, the firelight dancing in his eyes. “Tomorrow, the Ekeleke festival will reach its climax. The igbu agu—the slaying of the lion—will mark the end of the Ekeleke festival for the year. And when the lion falls, the itunkwa oghu will begin the upper week, ushering in the oghu festival like the first rains that awaken the earth from its slumber.” He paused, his gaze lingering on Ikemba. “You have been away for so long, my son. It gladdens my heart to have you here to witness it this time.”

––––––––
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Ikemba nodded, his mind absorbing the weight of the moment. He had been away for so long, and the familiar rhythms of his village now felt like a soothing balm to his weary soul. The laughter, the chatter, the warmth of the fire—it all wrapped around him like a comforting embrace.

As they continued their breakfast, Chinedu, Ikemba’s younger brother, suddenly knocked over his cup of milk, sending a pale river cascading across the table. Obiageri, their elder sister, let out an exasperated sigh and quickly grabbed a cloth to mop up the mess. Their father chuckled, his deep laughter rumbling like distant thunder, and reached over to ruffle Chinedu’s hair. “Always in such a hurry, Chinedu,” he said, his eyes crinkling with amusement. Chinedu frowned, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment, but he remained silent, his gaze fixed on the ground in quiet deference.

Their mother placed a steaming bowl of fried akara, golden fried plantain, and a crusty loaf of bread in front of Ikemba. “Eat, my son,” she urged, her voice warm and insistent. “you need to regain energy my son” Ikemba needed no further encouragement. He dug in, savoring the contrast of textures and flavors—the crispy, golden shells of the akara giving way to their soft, savory centers, the sweet caramelized edges of the ripe plantain, and the hearty crunch of the freshly baked bread. Each bite felt like a celebration of home, a reminder of all he had missed.

As they ate, their father leaned forward, his voice low and steady, weaving plans for the next day. “The igbu agu will begin at noon. We must arrive early to secure a good spot.” Ikemba nodded, his heart quickening with excitement. His eyes sparkled with anticipation, already imagining the vibrant sights and sounds of the festival, the culmination of a tradition he had longed to witness once more.

Nwangbo’s voice carried the gentle firmness of a harmattan breeze—cool, steady, and soothing. “We must present ourselves with dignity,” she said, her tone leaving no room for debate. “I will wear my finest lappa, the Akwa George, and the white lace our son brought from overseas. Let them see that Mama Ikemba, the mother of the esteemed doctor who walked among the white men in America, is present and proud.” She turned to her husband, her eyes softening with a deep, enduring affection. “Papa Ikemba, you must wear your black Isiagu. It always gives you such a dignified look.”

Obiageri groaned, her face twisting in distaste as she held up the blouse her mother had laid out for her. “Do I really have to wear this itchy thing?” she protested, her voice tinged with frustration. Their mother’s frown was immediate, her expression as unyielding as the roots of an ancient tree. “Yes, you must,” she replied firmly. “It’s tradition. And tradition is not something we discard lightly.”

Nze Udokamma’s face broke into a wide, proud smile as he gently patted Nwangbo’s hand. “You will shine like the morning sun in those dresses, my wife,” he said, his voice brimming with warmth and admiration. “And I, too, will wear my Isiagu with the pride of a lion. My friend Nduka has always tried to emulate my sense of style, but he ends up looking like a nwa awo in coats—that little frog in suits.” He chuckled, the sound rich and full, his eyes twinkling with amusement. “They don’t understand that it’s a gift of our lineage, passed down through generations. Look at our children,” he added, gesturing toward Ikemba and Obiageri, “how they carry themselves with such elegance and poise. It’s a trait that runs deep in our blood, a mark of who we are.”
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Nwangbo’s laughter bubbled up like the gentle tinkling of a stream, soft and soothing. “Papa Ikemba, you are a never-ending source of amusement,” she said, her eyes dancing with mirth. “But tell me, who is the tailor behind those...interesting garments your friend Nduka wears? Does he not glance at his reflection in the mirror? Or does his wife, Ogechi, lack the courage to tell him he looks like a masquerade in those clothes?” Her laughter rippled through the courtyard, a joyful sound that spread like sunlight, coaxing smiles from everyone around her.

Nze Udokamma’s voice was thick with mock seriousness. “Mama Ikemba, do not speak ill of my dear friend Nduka!” The group erupted into laughter, their merriment as infectious as the warmth of the morning sun. Yet, midst the shared joy, Chinedu sat in quiet discontent. His face was a storm cloud in an otherwise clear sky. He muttered under his breath, his voice barely audible, “Why must I put on this new garment Mama has chosen for me? I’ll wear my old clothes instead. They’re far more fitting for a young man like me.”

Obiageri’s eyes sparkled with mischief as she tilted her head and rolled them heavenward in an exaggerated gesture. “Ah, Chinedu,” she teased, her voice lilting with playful exasperation, “is it really such a hardship to wear something new for just one day? Or are you afraid the village girls might notice you too much?” Her words hung in the air, light and teasing, as she flashed him a grin that only a sister could deliver with such perfect timing.

Their mother’s voice cut through the banter, firm yet laced with the gentle warmth that only a mother’s tone could carry. “Chinedu, my son,” she said, her gaze steady and unwavering, “you will put on the garment I have chosen for you, and you will do so with gratitude. It is not your place to question the wisdom of your mother. This is a day of pride, of tradition, and of honoring who we are. You will dress accordingly.” Her words were final, leaving no room for further protest, though her eyes softened as she reached out to adjust the collar of his shirt, a small gesture of affection that balanced her sternness.

The family continued their breakfast, the conversation flowing effortlessly, like a well-choreographed dance where each participant knew their steps by heart. The clinking of spoons against bowls, the occasional burst of laughter, and the rhythmic crackling of the fire created a symphony of domestic harmony. As the meal drew to a close, their father pushed back
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