The boy ran with knuckles red, lip split and eyes wet. His sandals clacked on the smooth wooden floor as he trod the familiar path to find his favourite hiding place. Between two large cabinets in one of the storage rooms there was a deep but narrow gap and when he squeezed himself into it, it felt like a firm, flat and slightly cross, embrace. It was a strong feeling, but it comforted the crying boy. He could not be seen back here, where the world was reduced to small, comfortable sliver of its cruel magnitude.
The boy stayed there a long time; he felt time passing over and around him, though he was not a part of it, merely a still observer of the moving shadows and fading light. Normally he would have left for home some time ago, but today that felt impossible. Each time he thought to leave, the throb of his knuckles sapped the strength from his legs. He couldn’t go home now.
Then approached familiar steps approached. He knew them by rhythm instantly, the sound was light and the steps slow, yet there was a power to them, too. His Father had come for him. 
“Elijah.” His father called.
The steps stopped just as the tips of his father’s toes poked out from behind the bookshelf, the rest of him remaining hidden. With no way to see his father’s expression Elijah wondered what his father was feeling. Anger? He hoped so, that would be strong of him. Manly. He could understand the anger of being disobeyed. What he feared, more than anger, was disappointment. His friends called him lucky for he was not beaten for anything less than a crime, and yet the gentle disappointment would sting far longer in his mind than any bruise or break he had ever endured. 
“Elijah, what has happened? There was a fight?”
“The other children on the street were making fun of us. Of you! That you are like a woman! They were calling you weak for not beating me, saying you don’t do it because you don’t care about me! And that’s why you don’t care if I’m bad.”
“Am I here?”
“Yes.”
“Then does it seem I am ambivalent to your behaviour?”
“No.”
“Would you like me to beat you?”
“Yes! … No… I don’t know, Father.”
The Father let out a sigh, his face was hidden, but his shadow could now be seen, his head was pointed down. Letting out another sigh, this one held a great sense of resignation. He turned his back to the bookshelf and sat down to rest his back against it.
“Are you comfortable?” the father asked.
“Yes.” Elijah’s response would have been petulant, had it not been completely truthful.
“Good, for I will now tell you the story of your grandfather and my youth, before I became known as Isaac when my name was still Nwoye. And to tell it may take some time.”
Elijah’s heart jumped. He had heard tales of his mother’s youth and family, but his father never spoke of his, saying that mothers are the best storytellers. Elijah’s vision focused more and the world seemed a shade brighter as he readied himself to listen.
“Your grandfather was great and strong in many ways, and yet was at his core, the weakest of men. To understand your grandfather and how he came to be this way, we must first look at my grandfather, Unoka, for it is he who moulded the life my father was to live.
He was a kind man, a lover of music and food, though not one who could be trusted with coin. He lived his life as a debtor and would never be able to pay back even his closest friends. He was a terrible farmer who would never yield a crop, due to a lack of effort in the planting. 
Still, he was valued enough for his company and his musical talent that, even though all knew no loans would be reimbursed, he was still given enough to live.
Unoka had no titles and only one wife, and having fewer wives was shameful, in this village unenlightened with Christ. And, so he was known as an Agbala. Unoka did not let this harm his spirit, which was strong, even if his will was weak. 
My father, however, could not stand the derision pointed at his own father and then him in turn. He was seen by some as the son of a failure, but that gaze was all he could feel on him for the rest of his life, and he would resent Unoka fiercely well past his ill-fated death. To flee from this gaze, he worked hard to become successful. And it can never be said my father, ‘the great Okonkwo’, was without his accomplishments - most famously he threw Amalinze the Cat. And no, Amalinze was not a real cat, he was human who earned his name with dexterousness and ferocity. 
Okonkwo prized strength, achievement and manliness above all else. No, that’s not right. He valued those things enormously, though there was one thing he valued more, being seen as such by others. Ikemefuna proved that.
When I think back to childhood, I can never escape the weight of Father’s fist and the echoes of his rebukes. He wasn’t one for words. When he beat me, he only ever said to stop ‘being womanly’ or to ‘not do it again’. It made it hard to know what he wanted me to be, only what I shouldn’t do, and that I was a disappointment. That feeling weighed my heart long after he had died, though I denied it for many years. I knew I wanted to be different than that man. It is why I try not to beat you or your sister.
But to continue. Ikemefuna brightened my life considerably - there was some scuffle that happened in a different village or clan, I can’t remember now, and he was sent here as a punishment to the people there. It was decided that he would live with us, mother and myself, while under the watchful eye of father.
He was older than me and became one to look up to. He entered the house in a state of confusion, and my mother comforted him, though he was always careful to put on stronger faces for my father. 
Soon Ikemefuna adjusted to life with us. He would show me his special trick for tapping palm wine and had an air of maturity and dependability about him that I deeply wished to capture for myself. He became my brother, showing me the ways of manliness in a way I could understand. With him I felt stronger, I found myself relied upon by my family under Ikemefuna’s influence. I could see that it pleased my father, and that my father began to think of Ikemefuna as a son, letting him sit in on meetings and carry his stool and bag.
We went to father’s Obi to hear his stories of violence, hunting and conquest. I did not like these stories, my father was a poor orator, I preferred mother’s storytelling. Ikemefuna, however, was enamoured with the stories and we would play out games of hunting or tribal wars, often one of us would pretend to be ‘the great Okonkwo’ and replay the stories he told in his Obi of taking his five human heads, a thing of great pride to him and our village. 
I’m certain father once saw us playing this when we were supposed to be tapping, however pretended not to. I believe he was happy then, perhaps proud. He could never show us, but that day we were spared a beating for not working properly. That memory of him looking away was my fondest memory of my father and I used it for comfort many a night, through many of his beatings. I would like for your fondest memory of me to be happier than that, Elijah.
I had only three years with my elder brother, for one day the Oracle of our village, a false prophet, proclaimed that Ikemefuna, at not much older than you are now, would be murdered in the name of their false gods. 
I was told Ikemefuna was simply going back to his birth village. I am not ashamed to admit that in the face of losing contact with my older brother, I cried hard and loud, ‘the great Okonkwo’, however, was ashamed, and told me so with a heavy hand. When I told my mother that he was going back, she seemed to know what was happening, and when I saw her reaction the twisting knots in my stomach began to writhe like a pit of angry snakes.
Father took my brother away with him and returned alone. I saw father’s face, one usually so cold and stoic was now the wrong colour and contorted with restrained fury, sadness and guilt. Guilt. I knew my brother was dead, and that my father had done the deed. He had no need to carry this out, even our false gods would not have asked this. No. He feared the eyes on him, feared they would see him as weak. After seeing the result of the legendary strength of the great Okonkwo I knew I wanted nothing to do with it. 
That day was one of the days I most strongly felt Christ calling to my heart, though I didn’t know that was what it was at the time. I felt my attachment to the false gods snap and break, leaving room for the songs of God to free me from the life I lived there. 
I saw in the following days that my father felt the weight of his actions but could not see the truth of it. He would never realise the futility of his desperate display of strength, only seek to justify his actions with bluster and violence. He did call to talk to me during his days of turmoil, to use me to nurse his wounded heart, but I was afraid and repulsed by him so I slipped away as fast as I could and left repairing him to the others.
Our family lived in an empty peace for a while after that. I lived to avoid beatings from Father rather than to earn his favour. Then due to an accident during a funeral, father killed another boy and we were forced to move to Mbanta.  It was a miserable start away from all friends, to start again with nothing; we were welcomed well and warmly, however, all could see father’s hollow eyes and shattered spirit. With no proof of his greatness, he sank quickly into despair.
I have told you before, Elijah, of how the beauty of God’s songs cleaned my heart and saved my spirit, so I shall not go over that again. I will now tell of what happened after I was discovered to be pacing outside the church. I went home to be confronted by the greatest fury my father ever bore me. This time he went further than the usual beatings, the image is clear in my mind, clearer than my eyes see the present now. Father threw himself at me and caught my neck, squeezing. He asked where I had been. He bellowed his greatest bellow and said “Answer me! Before I kill you!” He chose his weapon with which to do the deed, a heavy brown and knotted stick. “Answer me!” He bellowed again, readying to kill me. His own son. A sin I never understood fully until you were born. Some of his family stopped him but I couldn’t tell who. I left, joined the church, and never saw the great Okonkwo again.
I’ve only heard of what happened next in passing. Father returned to Umuofia, likely with grand plans for glory that never came to pass with the advancement of civilisation there. One day father was captured for an assault and treated harshly. Once he was released, he joined a meeting to discuss it. When the lawful governor’s messengers made to attend, he, in a final thoughtless display of manliness, slew one. Word of his crime spread, and even in his fellow followers of the false gods there was little support for his actions.
So, in the end he hung - … for it. He hung for it.
So, you see my son. I am not going to show the world how strong I am through violence then meet an unfortunate end. I will show the strength of my spirit to the Lord and those important to me by smiling in the face of insults, like my grandfather did. I will not make his mistake of brushing aside my son’s concerns, that is why I have told you this tale. Do you understand, my son? I am strong, and so are you. So don’t fight anymore. 
Do you understand?”
“…Yes, father”
“Then let us go home.”
Isacc stood and turned to his son, holding out his hand. Elijah reached up, then after a moment of hesitation, he took it.
