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LAMPlIGHT·
(A Short Sto ry)

By

I. N. C. Aniebo

" It was t he l eas t 1 co uld do , " Nelso n sa id for t he fourth
t tee .

"Papa , you did well . " Okechukwu reass ured hiM again . His
father had never exhibited such a depth of feeling . It was won­
derful and at the saMe tiMe somewhat frightening. To think that
beneath that philP , loud Joviality, that ins tant eas quer-ade­
like faMiliarity rest~ a fine-tuned sensibility: It was un·
settling.

"I IIIust tha nk you agai n for l oaning me the IIlOney."

"Papa , I to l d you it was not a l oan . "

" I know t hat' s what you sai d. Tel l that to me aga in when
give you back t he money tomorrow. The banks are open tomor row?"-

"Yes, Papa." Okechukwu sighed and shook his head .
Stubborn old -an, he thought, and iMMediately looked away not
to Meet his fathe r's eyes .

"Yes, Papa."

" I know what you are thi nki ng, but certai n th in gs mus t be
done r i ght. "

"Papa, I agree , but .•.. "

"Let Me finish . [ndings and beginnings are the .cs t i~­

portant things in life and even beyond . Middles are not that
1.portant . They are usually the road to or fl'()ll an ending or
beginn ing. People ah,ays rf!lll!llber endings and beginnings. So
also do the ancestors . After all it is only an ending that
separates us frOll the ancestors."

"But Papa.. .. "

'Pro logue to t he author 's fort h-comi ng novel: Th e Jour ­
ney Without , being sequel t o his The Journey Wi t hi n, Heinemann,
1978 .
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MOon 't i nterrupt me now . You can't l earn what I am tel l­
i ng you now from a book. So open your ea rs wide . You don't
know how long you wil l have this opportunity to l earn thi ngs
from me . I won I t be here forever 1 i ke you r books. Why don ' t
you learn all you Cdn from me now . When I am gone you go back
to your books . "

"Al l right Papa."

"Now you are giv ing in, i ns t ead of agreei ng with me. Why
do you always give up on me son? Have I been such a bad fath er
to you? Are you ashamed of me ? Or do you thi nk I am so stupid ,
stubborn and unca ring you don 't need to bother with me?"

Okechukwu was t aken aback . Bereft of speech he simply
stared at hi s father.

"Well ?"

Okechukwu smi led . He wondered what the old man would say
if he to l d him he di d think o f him as an uncari ng. stubbor n ,
stupi d and brutal father. The ol d ma n would raise the ancestors,
that' s for sure . And they woul d come running i n the person of
t he el ders and the IJIlUQkpu .

MWhat are you laughi ng at ?M

"The things you j ust sa i d , Papa~

"What th ings ?"

"The bad names you called yourself. You know I wo n't
ever th ink o f you i n th ose tenns . "

" I wonder ."

"Papa , do f in i sh wha t you were say ing about endi ngs and
beginni ngs . M

"I had r f nt sned ."

"But I i nt e r r upt ed ynu • I am sorry. M

"No trouble . It s eems we can neve r talk t o eac h other
wi th out annoy ing ea ch other. And yet •. •• I never knew my fathe r
well and now my son won 't know me well . I am s ure it is fn t he
beginnings . You know, Ilke , .11 thou gh endings and begi nnings
s eem to be at opposi t e ends, they are real ly one and the same
a manifes tat ion o f our mo t her Ajal a? We come from the earth
and we go back t o the earth . The ritua ls we surround end i ngs
and beginn ings with ar e reall y renewals of our cove nant with
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Ajala . When my time comes to go to her, make sure the appro­
priate ritua l is carried out to the letter as I have done for
Onyeama , "

- Pl ease Papa , don 't talk like that. -

-When you get to MY age you will fi nd it is the onl y
thing wort h talki ng about . I want you to pay par ticular atten­
t ion to what we are doi ng for Onyeallla , so that when the thE
coees you will know what to do . Putting Onyeama in the ground
was J us t the beginni ng . The mor e you concentrate on what we
are doing, the less your mind will dwell on your prcbf ems wHh
your wife , At the mome nt you are paying to o much attention
to her whi ch is not good. It leads you t o .ake wrong -a ves
which i n t urn affects your -aod . And wo-en are very good at
notici ng n uct uati on of .cods because it is t he way th ey ope rat e,
So , when t hey see you a~ now behavi ng li ke the. t hey know
they ar e winning . You can ' t beat t he. at their own ga.e. But
if you play a Ma n's game by focus sing on the objective you want,
and refuse t o be affected by the outcome of intermediate moves
you present an unruffled image . And women hate that, In their
at t empt t o affect you , to shake you up, they overplay their
galle and Ma ke .is t akes. So if they had wanted to cont rol you,
you end up cont ro l l i ng t he. and ach ieving your end which is
what Ma t ters . Tell -e so n , do you really want your wife back?-

Okechukwu hesitated before say in g slowl y , - I don' t know
Papa. So~ti~es I want her back badl y, at ot her tillles t don ' t .
One th in g t do know, t want my son back , -

-You wouldn't be an Achu if you did not want your son back , "

Okechukwu s_il ed and bi t ht s t ongue to stop a Joki ng re-
to rt.

- Now, you see why I sa i d two
all owed her to go wi th the child .
the chil d back without lett in g her
cos ts • "

days ago you s hould not have
You now have t o sch~ ~ to bring
know you want hi m at all

· Papa , do you lf ke my wife?"

" It is too late to ask that ki nd of ques tion.­

-But it is not too la t e for lie to know , ·

Nelson smil ed br- tefl y ,
i s the type tM t needs strong

"Spoken li ke
handling , "

an Achu. Your wi fe
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"You can be st ro ng 1f you concent rat e on endings . "

"And beginni ngs Papa ?"

"Someti mes you ta l k. l tke a chl1d. At ti mes I WQnder if
you are trul y my son."

"Mama sa id I am li ke grandfa t her."

"How does she know? She is al ways sayi ng t hi ngs she has
no way of knowing. "

"She said you to ld her."

Nelson made as if to r et or t but in s t ead squirmed i n his
chai r looki ng fo r a more comfo rtabl e position. Fail in g , he
sighed and said , "This chai r is not good."

" I'l l get new ones once I s tart work. "

"When are you starting?"

"Next eontn . "

"One would have thought with your Anny expe rience people
would r ush to give you work. . "

" I thought so, too ."

"Once you start worki ng. al l your quarrels wi t h your
wife will be over. Women ar e only difficult when thi ngs are
hard. "

"But they were good dud ng the war , Papa . Without t hem
the war would have ended very quickly with all of us sla ughte red."

"The women were good because t hi ngs were har d for every·
one. And what was happe ni ng was what t hey l i ked • • • .we wer e
f i ght ing for them . "

"Mba Papa, we wer e also fighti ng fo r ours elves . In fa c t
we were-rfght i ng more for ourselves. We would have been the l os e rs
had the Hausas got hold of th em."

"Are you t rying to tell me th ey would not los e too?"

"Well , as one young Nkwere girl to ld a at a rran so ldi er
t hat tried to impress her with what he was sacri f ici ng for her ,
'If Ha usa soldier catch me and you who you ti nk say i 90 kil l.'
'You,' t he soldier said. ' Na li e,' t he gi rl said , ' na you 19o
ki ll , the n 19o ma ke me him wife.' 'You go gr ee1 ' t he so ldi e r

306



asked . 'Why J no go gree ? Nob! .an like you?' "

"Nkwere wo-en," Nelson said with a laugh , "are not like
other IIIOIIen . "

"Qui t e a few of our young girls befr iended the Hausa s
after the war. And you r~ber one from our town Mar r ied one . "

"That is true . As you would say , things have changed. "

"Now, you are laughing at me, Papa."

Nelson l aughed and squinted into the sun·c lothed evening
outs ide. "Is that the Ibee'te , I see coming? My eyes are not
as good as they used to be. "

"Yes , with the pal. wine you ordered."

"Good. Get t he j ug and glasses . When did your -o t her
say she would return. "

"She didn' t say."

"Onyea.a 's death really affe cted her. Did Josephine go
wi t h her ?"

"Yes. let .e get the glas ses . " Okechukwu walked in to
the dining room and quickly came out with the j ug and glasses
on a tray.

"~;" Ibealo sai d as he came Into the sitting room .

"Di ngba, " Melson sa id. "You did as you sa id . "

·When ~ney speaks , everyone listens. How are you?"

"l i ke your praise na.e ..• .l l ke a lion. Give.e your hand."

They shook hands solemnly.

"You did i t ," l bealo said . "You are a .an."

"Good evening, si r ," Okechukwu said.

"Eveni ng Illy son , " Ibeal o sai d. He lowered hims elf gentl y
into the armchair next to Nels on. "How are you all 1"

"We are well . "

307



"You di d not bring a gla ss for yoursel n " Nelson asked
Okechukwu.

"Mo , Papa. I don't feel like dri nking. -

"Bet t er ge t a glas s . The things we are goi ng to disc uss
are th ings t hat wi l l s ink In better with so.e wine i n your
s tolNch. "

"Th ey wi ll han to si nk In wi t hout the wine, Papa . 1
did not eat thi s aft ernoon and wi ne on an ~pty stoMach gives
IIf! a headache: -

"Why did n' t you eat?" lbealo excla illled. " A young llan
~us t always eat when t here Is food whether he Is hungry or not .
You never know what i s going to happen."

"Why did you not eat Oke? Didn' t your mo ther prepare
your favorite? I know you don't eat when Josephine cooks , "

"Papa, I wa s not hungry so I did not eat . "

"Yo u mean your wife got i nto your s tomach and turned it
upside down."

Okechukwu
Ibealo la ughed.
is not t he wife

pic ked up t he Jar of wine and shook it angr il y .
"Oke, stop shaking that wi ne l ike that , It

t hat des t royed your appetite. "

Gr imly, Okechukwu f i l l ed t he two glasses and handed one
to each -a n. Knowing how fast ~n down thei r first gla ss of
good wi ne , he stood wa it ing to refi ll t he gla sses . This done
he sat next to Ibeal o.

"Di ngba , this Is good wine , " Nel son said s ipp ing his
second glass appreci a tively ,

"Pfwa nkwo Ada IN eli naln wu . "

"Yes , he does. There is not hing li ke a lllan doi ng what he
kno~ best and doi ng it wel l each t i llle . "

"Tell t hat to the young people . "

"Di ngba we know th at , " Okechukwu cut i n.

"When you say!! who do you mean?" Nel son asked,

"My age- group, Papa, The people who don't know it are
your age- group. •. . "
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-Don't be insult ing young -a n:-

-~. let the boy f i nish . Go on Okechukwu, you said i t
i s our age group t hat do not kno~ a ~n should be doing what
he knows best . Explai n.-

KPapa , when I said your age-grou p t did n't mean you and
~l ngba.K Okechukwu s to pped and smi l ed, but hi s father ' s scowl

d not disappear , 50 he conti nued. KThe peopl e t am referr i ng
to are the lIembers of your age-group who le ft what t hey knew
best and joined politics and then took over the government .
P@Ople like zn , A'I«l lowo , Abubaka r and -any others like thM .
None of the- was trained as a politician or goveriWent leader .
None of thell knew ho"l to run any part of the goverlllent but
because the White .an handed the gover~nt over to the- , having
.ade sure that those who had experience runni ng it r~ i ned

servants , they believed they were the best qualif ied . But were
they? zn was a newspaperNn. Awolowo , a lawyer and Abubabr
a teacher . In fac t because of Abubakar every tea cher wanted
to join poli tics. So now we have people who know noth ing
about government runni ng i t and the ci vi l war shows how well
they di d. And that is exactl y what the Wh i te ma n likes . As
long as idiots a re running t he gover nment , t he White man re ­
mains i n control . -

- I have never heard you speak li ke this before, - Nel son
said . -Are you sure you did not dr ink so.ethl ng?-

· Papa, you are al ways doubti ng what 1 say . Tel l.e . how
happy are you that after all ~ school i ng I fi nd it hard to
get a job, yet the re is a s tandard six pass froD the next town
who ts tn charge: of a Universl ty .-

- In charge of a Univers i ty?- tbeal o asked.

"What he is sayi ng is th at the man 15 a member of the
co~ittee that runs t he universi ty . look ~ son , I am not
happy you do not have a job . I know that wo rries you, but
reHlIber I did not "lant you to join the A,..y i n the first place.
If you had l fstened to .e you would have been a doctor by now
and wouldn't be looking ttlr a j ob. As for Zfk, Awol owo and
"bubakar they _re doing what they knew best when they were
running the gover lllent. After all they won independence for
tr5 . . .. -

-How, Papa ? You know as I do they did not "lin ft . It
was handed over to t hemwhich 15 why t hey do not know i t s val ue.-

-That 's not true . They fought the White ma n: You were
a child then so you don't know what t hey went through . They
suffered . They were even j a i l ed, and the ir lives were constantl y
fn danger because they said the Wh ite ~a n should go. -
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Ol::echul::wu your father i s ri ght . I r emember when they
were going t o ar rest Zil:: in l agos fo r tall::i ng to o much , and
he s impl y di sappeared and then reappea red i n Enugu . Then once,
one man pai d by the white people , shot at hi m, but t he bullet
did not penetrate the mightrZ iI:: 's body. If Zil:: did not go
t o school t o learn how t o run a gover nment , he learnt i t when
he was try in g t o drive t he white ma n out. "

Ibeal o drained his cup and asked for a r ef ill . Okechul::wu
obliged and al so t opped up hi s father' s.

"Thi s thing you sa id about our age -gro up ," Nelson sa i d ,
"May be t r ue about th ose who foll owed ZiI:: i nto gover nme nt , but
i t i s defi ni t ely not so about Zil:: and Awol owo . Abubal::ar I don 't
I::now . But i f he wa s a quali f ied tea cher then he I::new someth i ng .
But what do yo u say about Ojul::wu who we can say bel ongs t o your
age-group and who was tra ined as an army man and a government
l eader? He di d not do so well did he ?"

"Thi ngs were t oo much for him."

"Too much fo r him?" Nel son s nor t ed and conti nued , "Yes
t oo much for him, wh ich was why he ran . That I can understand,
t he runn in g away tha t i s . But don' t you th inl:: things were
al so too much for ZiI:: and the others ?"

"Maybe. "

"Now don 't s t ar t gi vi ng in . I tol d you , what you are
learning today, you won 't find i n any book . Alright, if th in gs
were t oo much for Ojukwu and Zil::, wh ich of them l e ft us i n a
worse pos iti on?"

"Ojukwu of cour se . "

"At l eas t you s pea k the truth when i t s t ar es you i n the
face . You s ee t hat is the difference between your age -gr oup
a nd mine . No matter how bad or t ough things are , we do not
l ea ve them i n a worse state t han we fo und them . If we can not
impro ve trem we l ea ve th em t he way we found them. But your
age gro up cl aims t o know a great deal about the wh ite man and
hi s ways; you cl a im you have no fea r of the wh ite man because ,
as we say it, you have watched their women urinating; you
c l aim you I::now t hat a ma n sh ould be doin g what he I::nows bes t,
and yet we ar e al l wor s e of f tha n hefore . How do you expla in
t hat ?"

"But Papa . . • . "

it.
"No , l et me f i ni s h. l et me tell you,

You I::nowwhy ? seceuse you don't I:: now.
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You see your ase- group and t hos e that follow you . God forgive
us . are half.cooked . You are like~ kwuru~. overcooked
In the first stage wh ich is your scfiOOTlng per-tod , You do not
know the traditions well because we chased you all off to school
very early . loo k at you J us t beginning t o lea r n about endings
and begi nni ngs: Then the schooling we chased you i nto . you did
not real ly complete . Your own case is especially bad . You ran
o ff i nto the Ar-..y Instead of finish ing or at least l ear nin g a
pro fes sion. As for the others t hat got a pro fession . they
al ways cl a im t o know more than they actually do. As we say ,
l( a traveller does not lie , who is goi ng t o cor r ect him? It
Is one thi ng to see where a wo~n eases hersel f, i t i s another
to stay i n her womb for nfne months ~ You r age group and those
that follow are bats ....you are neithe r la nd animals nor bi r ds .
How that is where 1 fi nd fault with my age_gro up. We did t hat
t o you and it is unforgivable . -

-Now I unders t a nd why your age_group has always distrusted
us , Papa. You chas ed us of f t o school in our infancy , depriving
us o f the oppor t unfty t o learn about our peopl e, our cus toes ,
ourse l ves. Then when we return fro. our school s you sa y we did
not learn enough, we are not eq ual to t he white -a n. So when­
ever one of us and a whi ee u n eeeretes for a j ob i n our own
country, the wh ite aa n gets it because as you put it , we did
not spend nine ao nt hs in a white woaan ' s WOMb, we only ,aw
her ease herself . Papa, if your age gro up beli eves so much in
the white man , worsh ips him 1 should say , why did you ask him
t o leave ?-

-r ou asked well, my ch i l d ," Ibeal o suddendly said . "I
never wanted t hem to l eave . Wh i le t hey were here t hi ngs wer e
good . Everyone we nt about his busi ness and as l ong as you
di dn ' t cOlllllit any c r -t ee , you were safe , and I mean safe . But
now everyone i s in t er es t ed i n your business . We krrr-each
ot her . Innocent people are robbed and kf11~ and the thieves
are ..de chiefs and take all sor ts of titles. You know ~
i t was a tragedy when the wh ite .an left . At l eas t while they
were her e 1ft' had SOllf!One to blallle it all on , soeeo ne to f lght
wi t h . Now we have only ours elves . Refi l l ~ cup, .y son . -

- But Di ngbi ' you wfll agree that no ..tter how good and
s trong a father 5, he has t o let hi s child walk on hi s own
seee ttee . If t he wh ite JII/I n had not let us go, we would never
have grown up. -

- I know~, " Ibeal c said sf ppi ng his fresh glass . "What
I am s ay i ng i s~nat the wh ite ma n left too ea r ly. It wasn't
t ime for us t o walk yet . Now, look at what the Chu rc h COlll\'littee
di d t o Onyeama . After promising him whil e he was alive he woul d
be gi ve n a church burial, and that hi s corpse would be brought
i nto th e chur ch and blessed, t hey changed the ir mind when they
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heard he was dead . That wouldn't have happened dur fng the
white aa n 's ti -e . Onyea.. would have been told the truth be­
fore he died . But even t he churc h these days t tes to aake IIO ney .
If Onyeama had knoWlhls co r pse would be rejected he would not
have gtven the chur ch all that IIIOney last year . -

"Papa , you haven't told me why the Chu rch Commit tee re­
fuse d Onyeama a Ch ristian burial when he was such an ardent
Chr is t ian . -

"My so n, that 1s why I wanted you to take note o f endings
and begi nni ngs . The Church C~i ttee , a bunch of frustrated,
bitter old ~en cla imed Onyea.a was a pal yga. ist. -

-But his s eco nd wife di ed a l ong ti me ago without an
issue . -

"Yes , " Ibeal o bro ke i n. -That was why they had promised
him a Chris tia n bur ia l in the first place . But as soon as he
died, the new Cathec hts t f rom Nsukka sa id since he had never
married in church and once had two wives he was not rea lly a
Christian . "

-And t he Church ~i ttee agreed?-

"They were t he ca r ri er o f the bad news . And you can't
keep a dead body wa it tn g t oo l ong whil e the li. ing argue about
how and where to bury .I t , It soo n de-ands i..ediate attention.
'IIat's. why your father took over. With t he cow, the goat s and
.asquerades, Onyeama had a IIOre f i tting buri al. ~,gi.e ~e

your hand. "

"I hope his spirit will find peace and jo i n the ancestors , "
Nelson sai d after he shook hands lIlHh Ibealc ,

"Ise " Okec hukwu and Ibealo said in unison .

Endi ngs and begfnn fngs : -

Okechukwu felt t he prickli ng o f tears behind his eyes and
bli nked several t.t ee s to keep it i n check. luckil y the eyes
of t he e.ening were being cl osed speedil y by ni ght a nd so none
would see hi . c ry . Ano th er day ,wl s ending lnd the ritual
acco~panyi ng this end in g as hi s f ather woul d put i t , .as being
enacted . Then a few hours later there would be a beginning .
But what happened t o th ose hours betllleen the endfng and the
beginn i ng? To the man who s l ept , nothing . They dId not eats t .
And t o the man who did not sleep ? The day had not rea lly ended
to begin, but rather continued. Maybe, Okechuklllu thought, the
old ma n di d get one thing ri ght there . Endi ngs and begi nnf ,lgs
were i ndeed one and the same thing .
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"Oke, what about lighting a lamp?"

"Yes, Papa. "
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