﻿It was early on that Saturday morning in the last month of the year. Ugo came out to tend the garden, what she did everyday in the dry season, also observing that the quality of the plants had noticeably reduced. The day was going to be very busy remembering that she also had to visit the market. The ceremonial bells of the coming Christmasalready rang in the whole neighbourhood.And as she watered the garden, she heard shouts. The voices came from the first floor. She knew there were always shouts, which emanated from there, owing to the fact that it was a polygamous home. The man who lived up there had gotten a second wife, quite some years ago.

“I was in need of male children”. That was what the man told the neighbours when they queried his action of marrying a second wife. The first wife, according to the man, had been married to him for eight years, bearing only female children. Some neighbours, especially Ugo's husband had told him that eight years wasn't high time for him to give up on his first wife. Some outrightly accused him of greed, wanting to savour another woman despite the presence of his wife. Ugo also knew that the man wasn't the only one who steered the motion of getting a second wife. His own mother was a big threat to the chief wife, making sure she visited her son's home regularly just to maltreat the woman.The first wife and chief woman of the house, whose name was Ijendu, would always run down to Ugo's house to complain whenever her mother-in-law launched an attack. Hence, Ugo knew there was problem right from the beginning. She would comfort and counsel the woman but the mother of the woman's husband wouldn'twant to hear anything, alleging that Ijendu was the reason why her son hadn't gotten a second wife; and that she, the mother-in-law, had vowed to break that spell she had cast on her son.And she remained. Yes, the old woman was ready to sweat it out with her daughter-in-law, who according to her was 'next to barrenness'. The constant shouts and cries were always very loud, alerting the neighbours, who would keep wondering what kind of people would make such noise, even in the early mornings. Then they would come in torrents to warn the two women, especially the mother-in-law, to settle their issues amicably. The husband was not left out. The neighbours would verbally attack him so much, blaming him for the disturbing presence of his mother in his family life. The man, whom the neighbours would remark as being very weak to control his home, would be fully ashamed and resorted to leaving very early in the morning and returning late at night. And on the few days when he would remain at home, his mother would heap insults on him, accusing him of falling for Ijendu's evil spell. According to her, she would not leave him alone till he gets another wife, since Ijendu had slim chances of bearing a male child.“When will you get to your senses? You little minded man.For how long will you continue drowning in that ocean of spell Ijendu has kept you? I brought you up to be wise but I didn't know you'll get so senseless in just a period of eight years. Eight years of marrying a witch who eats her male children”. The old woman would nag all along.At a point, the man lost his temper,“My wife is not a witch, Mother! It’s just that male children get hard to come by”.Then the woman's anger would rise like fuel poured into fire, lashing out at her son,“Do you still have mouth to talk? Aren't you ashamed of yourself? Don't you know that things I see when I'm seated, you can't even see when you're standing? Anyway, I'll help you fix those things you find difficult. I'm not leaving this house until I break Ijendu's evil spell and get you a second wife”.Then to Ijendu's three daughters, the old woman would make sure she gave them the piece of her mind, making them uncomfortable at every instance. The burden was less for them when their mother or father wasaround. But whenever she was alone with them, she would turn the whole house into an arena of verbal battle. The children, afterwards would cry to their mother, who would complain to her husband, and sometimes Ugo, like she always did. Ugo would discuss the matters arising with her husband, requesting for full authority to go up there and shun the old woman for making a hell of noise, also telling him that she forbade any husband snatcher from entering into their home. Mr Ugo would laugh at his wife's statement, funnily asking her if he meant that much to her. And Ugo, in a demonstrative enthusiasm to answer his question, would say, consciously blinking her eyes, “I don't want to share my matrimonial home with anybody”.  One morning, a weekend, the wailing up there was too much for Ugo. Supported by her husband, she went up there to confront the old woman. She knew that Ijendu's husband had gone out, early as usual. But she noticed as she went there, that the old woman was threatening to hit Ijendu with a stick, also heaping loads of insults on her. Ugo rushed to the old woman, helping Ijendu snatch the stick from her. Notwithstanding, the woman still called Ijendu names. Ugo said to the woman,“Madam, isn't it high time you go back to where you're coming from? You've disturbed the neighbourhood a great deal! Why can't you leave your son's wife alone? Why do you disturb her children? Haven't you gotten your fill from eating up the serene comfort of the environment? How long will you continue pinching your son badly like a woodpecker? Enough is enough”.The questions choked the old woman, but Ugo never knew that the old woman's mouth was as sharp as a blade, until she gave a piece of her mind. She poured the insults in torrents,“Shut up, you partner in crime. Have you no shame? Can't you mind your business? Or do I come to your house to disturb you? How can you support a woman who has been married for eight years without bearing a male child? A woman who is trying to end the lineage of her husband, isn't she a witch? No answer me! Or have you gone dumb? Who supports such a woman?” The woman was really vituperative.Ugo was shocked to the marrow. The woman still spoke,“I'm more experienced than you in the areas of motherhood. Now listen and listen very good; Its very dangerous for a woman to stay close to ten years in marriage without bearing a male child. Or don't you know that the reproductive power of a woman reduces overtime? I thought you behave like an educated person. Don't let me think you don't know anything”. The woman snapped in a flaming fury.Ugo never expected the tongue lashing from the woman. She returned the woman's derogatory words, this time deciding not to be polite,“It’s enough, silly old woman. You shouldn't be making noise. How can you live your life and that of your son? The wailings are too much for neighbours like me not to interfere. And I warn you, pack your things and go back to where you are coming from, else I'll waste no time in reporting you to the caretaker. Women like you are enemies of progress in the lives of their daughters-in-law”. She was still with Ijendu, holding her by the wrist, trying to prevent any other violent actions.The old woman noticed that Ugo also had a piece of her mind to give her that morning. After numerous sighs and bad eye looks, she retreated and went into the house. Ijendu knew that at least for that day, she would have some peace.Some months passed and the news spread throughout the neighbourhood that the man had married a second wife. Famous gossips saw good headlines to talk about, unknowingly helping to spread the news. Some neighbours said the man finally gave in to his mother's threats, some saying the man was simply controlled by his mother. Some also put the blame on the traditional African society, saying it was a place that harboured polygamy, despite its dangers. They came to Ijendu to hear the better part of the story. And they heard what they expected; that it was the old woman who pushed her son into getting a second wife.“I know your husband will accept,” said one of the women who visited her, “If you request to adopt a male child; but as for your mother- in-law, you'll have to ask her if a child only needs to come out from your body before you can nurture and call him your child”.Ijendu thought if she could be able to do anything about it. But she couldn't. It was impossible. The more she thought about it, the more it became a burden to her. She resorted to Ugo's advice, to face her problems squarely, siting that she was the chief woman of the house.The man's mother had finally left, with an ego of victory won, withclose to ten years in marriage without bearing a male child. Or don't you know that the reproductive power of a woman reduces overtime? I thought you behave like an educated person. Don't let me think you don't know anything”. The woman snapped in a flaming fury.Ugo never expected the tongue lashing from the woman. She returned the woman's derogatory words, this time deciding not to be polite,“It’s enough, silly old woman. You shouldn't be making noise. How can you live your life and that of your son? The wailings are too much for neighbours like me not to interfere. And I warn you, pack your things and go back to where you are coming from, else I'll waste no time in reporting you to the caretaker. Women like you are enemies of progress in the lives of their daughters-in-law”. She was still with Ijendu, holding her by the wrist, trying to prevent any other violent actions.The old woman noticed that Ugo also had a piece of her mind to give her that morning. After numerous sighs and bad eye looks, she retreated and went into the house. Ijendu knew that at least for that day, she would have some peace.Some months passed and the news spread throughout the neighbourhood that the man had married a second wife. Famous gossips saw good headlines to talk about, unknowingly helping to spread the news. Some neighbours said the man finally gave in to his mother's threats, some saying the man was simply controlled by his mother. Some also put the blame on the traditional African society, saying it was a place that harboured polygamy, despite its dangers. They came to Ijendu to hear the better part of the story. And they heard what they expected; that it was the old woman who pushed her son into getting a second wife.“I know your husband will accept,” said one of the women who visited her, “If you request to adopt a male child; but as for your mother- in-law, you'll have to ask her if a child only needs to come out from your body before you can nurture and call him your child”.Ijendu thought if she could be able to do anything about it. But she couldn't. It was impossible. The more she thought about it, the more it became a burden to her. She resorted to Ugo's advice, to face her problems squarely, siting that she was the chief woman of the house.The man's mother had finally left, with an ego of victory won, with an expression that it was normal for a man to get another wife if he doesn't find what he's looking for in the first, also siting herself as example, that she was the third wife of her husband who was able to bear him a male child, forgetting that it was not within her power.Then came the second wife, Ifemelu. Her position as the junior wife didn't bother her at all, resulting from the numerous encouragements from her mother-in-law.It was a few years later, when Ifemelu had finally given birth to two boys, consecutively, that the old woman's advice came into motion. Not minding her level in the house, she would shout at Ijendu, claiming that there was equality between them. She would wail at her almost every time, saying she was envious of her two boys. Ijendu too, wasn't a person to take such insults. She would scream back at Ifemelu and the whole house would be on fire. The troubles were now a big thought to their husband, who had been receiving warnings from neighbours that he should control his wives, else they would report them to the caretaker.And they did. The wailings didn't stop. They filed a report against him on the table of the caretaker. At the Parents meeting, the man had to face the whole forum, explaining why there were always shouts in his home. Some women who were present and never wanted to share their husbands, blamed him for getting another wife. When Ijendu and Ifemelu were asked to explain themselves, they kept on blaming each other. The rights were now equal. Ijendu was the senior wife, quite alright, but she had no son. Ifemelu the junior wife, had two boys. Two bouncing boys! What then according to her, made Ijendu higher than her? And the ranting continued even at the forum.All the stories, one after the other, led to the early morning shouts that Saturday as Ugo went to tend the garden. She dropped the watering can, came out and looked up at the first floor. It was the two wives that were ranting. Their husband was probably away, like he does in the early mornings.The nagging continued. That very morning, Ifemelu had accused her of being brutal and totally heartless to one of her little boys.“What bad has this boy done to you this early morning? No answer me! Why would you be so heartless to a little boy?” Ifemelu wailed on top of her voice.“Why don't you ask him?”, Ijendu questioned, “he bit one of my daughters with his unclean teeth”.“So?”

“I caned him. Or is it bad to cane a child?”

“Why don't you tell your daughters to mind their business? Hitting another's child and holding yours, which is easier to do? A child who bites another and a woman who cannot hold her children, which should be properly caned?”

“I think it’s high time you recognize me as the first wife, Ifemelu. You have no respect! You're a loose woman!”.Ugo had to intervene, “It’s enough, Ifemelu. Do you have to disturb the senior wife this morning?”

“She's the one,” Ifemelu protested, “She almost beat one of my boys to death. She's very jealo…”

“Be quiet this woman!”, Ugo knew that Ifemelu was exaggerating things, “can't she cane the child? Your children are her children”.“Over my dead body,” Ifemelu kept ranting, “My children can never be her children and hers can never be mine”.

“Will you shut up or should I come up there and teach you a lesson?”And there was calmness. Ifemelu had stopped wailing. Ijendu kept quiet.Chioma and Kingsley were in the compound, watching the scene, probably woke up when they heard the shouts. It was then that Ugo noticed them and beckoned on her son to get more water for the watering can.

   (Adapted from the Contestant's novel, Offspring Of The Sun).

