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Each new generation begins with nothing and with everything. They know all the earlier mistakes. They may not know that they know, but they do.


—­Ben Okri, The Famished Road





FODO’S BETTER HALF



1897–1931
ADAOMA


On a clear February morning in 1897, as British forces sacked Benin City, Monye’s wife went into labor. Monye and his wife lived in the town of Anioma-­Ukwu, which, heading east, was a morning’s walk to the River Niger, and heading west, an eight-­hour walk to the Kingdom of Benin. Forty-­eight hours after her water broke, the Kingdom of Benin was a pile of smoking ruins, and Monye’s wife was dead.


A few hours after their daughter was born, Monye’s wife smiled weakly at her husband, saying, “She is so beautiful, ada oma.” She gasped a little. “I’m tired, I need to sleep. Please promise me that you will take good care of her.”


“Of course I will…. We will,” said Monye. “We’ll both take good care of Adaoma together. Just get some rest and build up your strength.” He reached his hand out and gently held her right hand, trying to keep the panic coursing through his body out of his voice. The midwife had told him that she’d lost too much blood.


His wife gripped his hand for a few seconds and then let go. Closing her eyes, she drifted off to sleep. She never woke up.


Monye had made a small fortune from a handful of cows, a sizable number of goats, and an oil-­palm plantation. None of this was a consolation in the wake of his wife’s passing. Friends urged him to send the baby away as a bearer of bad luck, but Monye couldn’t exile his wife’s face, her smile. His sister was still with milk for her eighteen-­month-­old son and became her niece’s wet nurse, strapping Adaoma to her back as she carried out her daily chores. Despite long hours of hard work, Monye found time to play with his daughter every day, marveling at her soft skin, her dimples, the way she grabbed her heels and gummed her toes when she was hungry, instead of crying. She was a reincarnation of the woman who pushed her out, the only reminder left to him, and he so wanted to remember. Two new wives and seven more children, five boys and two girls, did little to diminish the memory of his first wife, the near-­worship of his first child.


The first time Adaoma got married, Monye made sure the world knew he was parting with a jewel.


Adaoma spied Onochie, her future husband, at her very first egwu onwa outing in Anioma-­Ukwu, a few months after her fourteenth birthday. Her little brothers and sisters had been put to bed—­they trailed her everywhere she went when they were awake. The moon was almost dazzling in its brilliance as she skipped from her father’s compound of mud-­walled homes to the community square to meet her best friend, Mgbolie. Mgbolie was half a year older and had been going to egwu onwa for over three months, but Adaoma was not allowed to join the monthly, moonlit gathering of young people because she was not yet of age; her period hadn’t made an appearance until now. She had prayed daily for it to arrive and when it finally did, she ran, overjoyed, to find Mgbolie.


“It has finally come!”


Mgbolie understood immediately. She jumped up and clapped. “Somebody will be singing at egwu onwa soon.” Then she grabbed Adaoma’s hands and improvised a little dance.


As Adaoma walked toward the gathering area, a night breeze stirred, bringing down the temperature from what had been a scorching hot day. Her spirit was buoyed by the sounds of crickets chirping and toads croaking and she started to hum. She always felt inspired by nature, hearing music in the rustle of the trees and the gurgle of water from streams; she would belt out whatever tune came to her mind hearing those notes. The moon illuminated the way; no need for a palm-­oil lamp to guide her. She felt all grown up; Anioma-­Ukwu people rose and went to bed with the rising and setting of the sun. Without the arrival of her period and egwu onwa, she would have been asleep by now.


Adaoma observed the throng of young people in the sandy square, girls mostly in the left half of the square in short and mid-­length off-­white casual wrappers, some tied at the waist, some under the breasts, some over their breasts, depending on whether they were planning to dance or sing for the gathering. In the right half of the square, the boys chatted, their waist-­to-­knee-­length npes tied in knots at the waist so that even the most energetic dances couldn’t pry them loose.


Mgbolie was deep in conversation with another girl, so Adaoma snuck up behind her, placing her hands over Mgbolie’s eyes.


“Adaoma,” Mgbolie said. “I know it’s you—­you’re the only one who does that.” She turned around to look at her friend. “I’m so happy you’re finally here.”


Adaoma laughed and hugged her friend, eyes still wide as she took in the scene.


“What are you going to do?” she asked Mgbolie.


“Obiageli and I are planning to sing—­you can join us.”


Adaoma had a great voice and had never been known for her shyness.


As she cast her eyes about the square, they lingered over a tall, slim brown-­skinned boy, about five years older than her. His eyes locked with hers for a moment and then he looked down at the ground as if confused. Adaoma kept her eyes on him, waiting to see if he would look up again. He didn’t.


“Who’s that?” Adaoma pointed toward him delicately with her lips and chin.


Mgbolie looked in the direction indicated. “Him? That’s Onochie. Wonderful dancer but he is too shy.”


Adaoma didn’t think she would have a problem with that.


“Oh, look, Adaoma,” Mgbolie said, “I think Chijike is looking at you.” Obiageli and Mgbolie giggled.


Adaoma glanced at the young man Mgbolie was pointing out. He was good-­looking, slightly bowlegged, with a thick neck. His body rippled with well-­defined muscles from farmwork.


“He is handsome,” she said. “But I like him better.” She turned her head toward Onochie, who had been looking their way. He started at this renewed attention and cast his eyes back down.


“You’re crazy,” said Obiageli. “That one doesn’t know how to speak to anything but his feet. Chijike is not like that at all.”


“That’s okay,” said Adaoma. “I’ll get Onochie to speak to me.”


Adaoma got her chance a month later. She had walked to Mgbolie’s house and they both strolled to egwu onwa together. After greeting many of the other girls gathered, they were debating which songs to sing when Mgbolie said, “Guess who’s watching you?”


Adaoma looked up in time to catch Onochie staring in her direction. The moment he saw her looking, he redirected his eyes to his feet.


“I’ll be right back,” she said to Mgbolie.


She walked around the edges of the crowd, made her way to where Onochie stood, stopped a little ways in front of him, and glued her eyes to his feet. Onochie shifted around a bit in embarrassment but Adaoma didn’t break her gaze. After assessing his feet for a good while, she looked up at him and smiled cheekily.


“I’m really disappointed,” she said. “I thought for sure you had six or seven toes.”


Onochie seemed stunned for a moment and then he cracked up, a joyful, infectious sound. Adaoma sucked in her breath at the beauty of his laugh and then joined in.


“I’m Onochie,” he said, as the laughter subsided.


“Of course I know who you are,” Adaoma replied. “What’s my name?”


“Adaoma.” He was gaping at her now, half admiring her boldness, half concerned at what she would say next.


“Good, good, good,” she said. “I like the way you say it.”


Onochie looked at no other girl from that day on.


By the time Adaoma was fifteen and Onochie twenty, Onochie’s family had expressed their interest in Adaoma to Monye. Onochie worked hard at the plots of land his father gave him, growing cassava, yams, and other crops that would help build their life together. Monye’s scouts reported back favorably about Onochie’s farm. He then asked Adaoma what she thought of Onochie. After the conversation with Adaoma, he was satisfied that his daughter would be happy and in good hands. When Onochie’s family came knocking on Monye’s door, they were warmly received.


Monye commissioned Anioma-­Ukwu’s best weaver to make five akwaocha, brilliant white wrappers with intricate and unique red designs at the borders for Adaoma’s wedding outfit and trousseau.


On the day of the wedding, Adaoma’s aunt and stepmothers fussed over her, rubbing nzu over her flawless, oval face and lining her almond-­shaped eyes with otanjele.


Her stomach roiled from the excitement; she hadn’t been able to eat much of anything offered to her.


“You will faint if you don’t eat something,” one of her stepmothers said. “And then people will start to wonder …”


Adaoma choked down half a slice of yam after hearing this but couldn’t take any more than that. She said, “I will eat after I see my husband.”


The women joked as they prepped her. “So you can’t eat anymore if you don’t see Onochie?”


“Hmm, you will starve when he goes to the farm oh.”


“God forbid that he has to travel to Onitsha or Igbuzo to sell something. What will become of you then?”


“Don’t mind them, Adaoma. I couldn’t eat on my wedding day either. I looked like a stick that day but look at how nice and round I am now.”


They teased her and one another and laughed until Adaoma joined in and was finally able to ignore her unsettled stomach.


She tied an akwaocha with red drum patterns at the border, her hair braided on top of her head into a crown of deep red coral beads that echoed the red designs on her wrapper. She had a matching coral bead necklace, earrings, and bracelets on each wrist.


Two cows, twenty chickens, and seven goats had been slaughtered to prepare a feast, because Monye wanted to be sure that there was enough for guests to gorge until they were sick with food.


Onochie sat facing the elders who had gathered to bless the ceremony, an empty wooden chair beside him, members of his extended family seated to his left in their whitest akwaocha. Adaoma’s extended family was seated to his right, facing his family, with the exception of her stepmothers and the handful of female relatives helping to get her ready.


Four of Adaoma’s unmarried female cousins were sent out to Onochie, one after the other, with large pieces of cloth draped over their heads. They were sent back as Onochie shook his head each time. “She is not my bride.”


When Adaoma finally emerged to stand by Onochie’s side for the elders’ blessings, the women attending the wedding gasped. Her face was perfect, her ebony skin glowing in beautiful contrast to the white wrapper she wore. The coral jewelry was striking, gleaming bright red against her dark skin. Women smiled and murmured to one another approvingly. Coral in that deep red shade was almost impossible to find.


“Ah, Monye tried,” one woman said to her friend. “I have never seen coral so expensive, but it is only fitting for a bride as gorgeous as she is.”


After the kola nut and palm wine were blessed and shared between the two families, the gifts from the groom’s family presented, and the festivities, eating, and dancing ended, it was time for Adaoma to be taken to her husband’s home. Her sisters and unmarried young cousins led the way, carrying Adaoma’s trousseau and belongings for her new life. The procession made its way slowly from Monye’s compound at dusk, with passersby stopping to stare at the bride and the items on display.


There were five hand-­woven white wrappers for special occasions draped artfully in a wooden chest to show off the red decorations at their borders; five plainer off-­white wrappers for everyday wear in another wooden chest; a large mortar and pestle for pounding yam; a flat mortar and pestle for grinding pepper; two enormous three-­legged iron pots, a rarity in a town where most only had access to clay cooking pots; two smaller clay cooking pots; a huge clay pot for storing cool drinking water; wooden plates and bowls; four decorative jute mats; two wooden stools; three small carved boxes, each filled with a set of coral bead earrings, necklaces, and bracelets ranging from pinkish red to dark red in hue. Four of Adaoma’s young male cousins struggled at the rear of the procession with the largest item, a carved ebony bed that epitomized luxury in a town where most slept on mats or black-­stained earthen platforms.


Anioma-­Ukwu townspeople told stories about Adaoma’s wedding for years after the event, each story increasing the number of cows, goats, and chickens eaten, the number of guests fed, and the belongings she took to her husband’s home, until everyone was convinced that the procession was half the length of the town, with twice the number of items she had actually received from her father.


Onochie was a light sleeper and he woke up first almost every morning. He would lean over Adaoma and drink in her face, smiling until the intensity of his gaze made her stir and smile back. Sometimes he tickled her feet lightly to wake her up and she slapped at her feet until she realized what was going on and got up groggily.


“Stop that! I always think a mouse is nibbling my toes.”


On cooler harmattan mornings, he would sometimes get up and make akamu for both of them in the kitchen at the back of their mud-­brick home. A faint smoky odor of food and wood burning would wake her up and she’d stay in bed until he was done.


“I’d be proclaimed the worst wife in Anioma-­Ukwu if your mother could see you stirring that pot,” she’d say.


“Well, if that makes me the best husband, I’m fine with that,” he’d tease.


He usually headed out to his farm after the third cock crow.


Every morning, after he left, Adaoma worked on the little garden behind their home, planting or harvesting different greens and peppers or weeding. Once a week, she’d go to her father’s place to fetch her little sisters and cornrow their hair. They wouldn’t allow anyone else to do it; she had the perfect combination of a light touch and a flair for style that no one else seemed to be able to match. After gardening or braiding, Adaoma would hurry into the storeroom and arrange piles of smoked fish and other goods that she planned to sell in the marketplace. She’d discovered that she was very good at convincing people to buy things and was starting to gain a reputation as a savvy businesswoman. She spent most of her days preparing food items to sell or actually selling them in the marketplace on Afor days. Before dusk, she would rush home to cook, always anticipating what Onochie would like to eat that day, and as they ate she would tell him all about her day, who had tried to cheat her and what she did about it, and he’d talk about how well the farm was doing or the large snakes, deer, antelope, porcupine, or snails he and his helpers had found. There was always laughter ringing out from their home; it made people smile as they walked by.


After Adaoma’s marriage entered its second year, her mother-­in-­law came to visit. The woman’s face was a leathery map of misery, lines etched so deep into her forehead that she looked elderly even though she was barely forty.


“Mama, what is wrong?” Adaoma asked, after offering food and water and being turned down for both with an impatient flick of the hand.


“What is not wrong, Adaoma? What is not wrong? What have you done?” Her mother-­in-­law got up from her chair and paced back and forth, cracking the knuckles of her right hand and then those on the left.


“Mama, what do you mean?” She had a good idea where this was going but refused to make it any easier for her mother-­in-­law. Adaoma was direct in all things and her love for Onochie had overflowed into everything—­she had embraced his mother eagerly in the first few months of marriage, cooking for her, going to the market, fetching water, bringing her gifts. She’d slowly come to the realization that the strange looks, weak and unpaid compliments, odd silences where there should have been thank-­yous, were signs that her new mother-­in-­law did not share her affection. There were never any harsh words spoken in those months, just coldness and a lack of reciprocity. She retreated then, keeping her fears about not getting pregnant to herself, her aunt, and Mgbolie. She had reached the point where she rolled herself into a ball of agony each time her period arrived. Mgbolie was married a few months after her but already had a baby girl. Adaoma’s aunt took her to herbalists who gave her one concoction after another to drink, but nothing seemed to work.


“Your womb is locked up and, as if that’s not bad enough, you have locked up my son’s brains, too.” The woman began to sniffle, fat tears sliding down her face and plopping onto her wrapper. “Please have mercy on me. I have only one son, do not expose my shame.”


Adaoma felt a piercing pain in her chest. She jumped up to leave the room, not wanting the older woman to see her tears. Onochie’s mother was too quick, though. She ran and faced Adaoma, blocking her access to the doorway. Then she grabbed Adaoma’s waist and held on, crying all the while. “Adaoma, if you have ever felt anything for him, if you want what’s good for him, please allow him to have children. Please. I’m begging you. He won’t listen to anything I say so it’s you that I’m begging. Please.”


Adaoma stood with her head bowed. “Mama, I know something must be done. Of course he will have children. Don’t worry,” she said. Her voice was soft, each syllable an unspilled tear. “Don’t worry.”


Later that day, she went to visit Mgbolie, the bare bones of a plan worked out. She would handpick a new wife for Onochie, someone she could get along with and who looked like she would bear children.


Mgbolie listened to Adaoma’s idea without interrupting, then said, “Why don’t you wait a little longer? What does that old yam-­head know anyway? People say it took her many years to have Onochie. It could be the same thing for you.”


Adaoma shook her head. “She was a second wife, she wasn’t in the same position as me. Mgbolie, trouble is coming from my in-­laws. Big trouble. And all my father’s influence will not help me with this one. I have to do something now.”


Mgbolie started to say something but there was a closed-off look on Adaoma’s face that let her know her friend’s mind was made up.


Adaoma went home and cooked Onochie’s favorite dish, awai, throwing into a pot huge chunks of yam, bits of plantain, greens, dried shrimp, fresh and smoked fish. She smiled as he wolfed down his food and picked at hers. Finally he paused, noticing that she didn’t have her usual appetite.


“Are you feeling okay?”


“I’m well,” she said. “It’s just that I’ve been thinking about something.”


He stopped eating, looking worried. “What is it?”


“We don’t have any children and it has been two years now. I think it is time to find a co-­wife.”


“That is a bad idea,” Onochie said. “Children take time sometimes. I mean, I grew up hearing that it took my mother three years to have me.”


“I know,” Adaoma said. “But I really think that this would help.”


Onochie shook his head no, and continued eating, slowly now, chewing each bit of food carefully, his mind deep in thought. “Adaoma, I don’t think this is necessary.” He shook his head again.


It took another year and a half of convincing for Onochie to agree to the arrangement, but in the end, he did, on the condition that she’d pick their new wife. Adaoma settled on a young woman, Udoka, who lived on the outskirts of the town. She seemed nice, eager to please, and happy to be a co-­wife. Four months after Adaoma’s first visit with her family, Udoka and Onochie were married.


Udoka gave birth to four children in quick succession, two boys and two girls. Onochie’s mother was overjoyed and quickly made it clear that Udoka was her favorite daughter-­in-­law. To his mother’s surprise, however, Onochie paid more attention to Adaoma than to Udoka. They had become almost of one mind in their first three and a half years of marriage. He was secretly relieved that Adaoma had been the one to address their childlessness head-­on and to propose what to do about it. While he was grateful to Udoka for the fact that he now had children, he loved Adaoma and trusted her judgment and business sense, something his mother could not understand, because she had never known that in her marriage.


Five years after their new wife joined them, her oldest son fell ill with stomach pangs. After a day of whispering with her mother-­in-­law, Adaoma’s co-­wife accused her of poisoning the boy. Adaoma couldn’t believe it. She loved her husband’s children as though she had carried them herself, and lavished them with gifts, braiding the little girls’ hair the way she braided her own sisters’. Onochie dismissed Udoka’s ramblings initially, but after a few days, Adaoma saw a shadow of doubt cross his face and knew things would never again be as they once were. The boy recovered, but an odor of distrust and paranoia had engulfed their home. Udoka’s nostrils flared slightly whenever she saw Adaoma and she tried to keep the children from going to “Big Mother,” their name for her. The hair braiding sessions continued only because the girls would scream and cry if anyone else tried to make their hair. This only made things worse with Udoka.


One day, while Adaoma was cooking, two of her stepdaughters came by the kitchen and stared at the pot of fish stew she was making with such large eyes that she broke off little chunks of fish for them, and they ran off squealing with delight.


Soon after, Udoka burst into the kitchen and screamed, “Leave my children alone, you barren witch!”


Adaoma stepped away from the pot she’d been stirring, a coldness spreading down her spine and leaving gooseflesh on her skin at the words she’d just heard. “Are you mad?” she said. “There is something seriously wrong with you and you need to leave the kitchen right now.”


“What are you going to do if I don’t leave? Exactly what are you going to do?” Udoka stared at her for a good while, eyes blazing with hatred.


Adaoma’s hand went up involuntarily to her throat; she had never felt afraid of Udoka before, but at this moment, she did.


The gesture set Udoka off and she picked up a spoon, striking Adaoma with the edge of it. The blow was hard enough to leave a small gash under Adaoma’s left cheek.


Adaoma’s brain unfroze. She grabbed the spoon from Udoka, pushed her down onto the kitchen floor, sat on her, and pummeled Udoka until she started to yell, “She’s killing me. She’s going to kill me.”


The children ran into the kitchen, the oldest boy tugging at Adaoma’s waist to pull her off his mother.


“Big Mother, please stop, please stop,” he screamed.


Adaoma felt a fog lift from her and she looked around. Her hands, face, and sides hurt, and there was warm blood sliding down her left cheek and leaving deep red dots on Udoka’s off-­white wrapper. Udoka moaned, half passed out. Her lower lip was swollen and there was a greenish contusion on her forehead. The children were crying uncontrollably, their little faces contorted with shock and fear. Adaoma saw with clarity what her life in this home would become; a series of petty battles fought with an alarming ferocity that would bruise her soul and make her feel bone-­weary and dejected. Onochie was a quiet, proud man who hated the kind of disruption that was now almost a monthly occurrence in their home. He could have a life of peace surrounded by the children he had always wanted and now had, but Adaoma knew there would never be sanity as long as she and Udoka were in the same space. Udoka’s fear was elemental, stoked and enlarged by Onochie’s preference for his first wife, no matter how many children Udoka had for him, how well she cooked, how she tried to please him, how much his mother adored her. And her mind had worked and worked until she came to the conclusion that the reason he didn’t fully see her was that Adaoma had some unnatural hold on him, an evil that had to be broken. She’d jumped to the conclusion that Adaoma had poisoned her son but his recovery made her no less paranoid—­she was essentially fighting for her survival and that of her children. That would not change. Adaoma saw this now. She decided that it was on her to make things whole, and she knew she had to get started before Onochie returned home from the farm.


She hugged the children one by one as Udoka looked on, too dazed to protest. Then she gathered up her clothes and jewelry and went to see her father.


“Enyi mba, zogbu ajahu,” she said. This was the greeting for the men of his family. She usually loved saying it; the words filled her head with images of regal elephants trampling unworthy fools, cowards, and traitors. She stayed silent after greeting him, trying to put together the words that would end her marriage.


“What is that on your face?” Monye asked, pointing at the gash on her cheek. “Did Onochie do this to you?” His voice rose in anger.


“No, it wasn’t him,” Adaoma said. “But it is time for me to go.”


She gave her father a short version of events since her stepson fell ill, and asked him to bless her moving on. He looked at his daughter carefully for a long time. She winced as he touched his hand to her left cheek. There was a sheen in his eyes. “No father wants to see his child miserable,” he said. “But is this really the way to deal with the issue? Why not let Onochie decide what he wants to do?”


“I have thought it through. It is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do but I know it’s the right thing.” Her face was set, stubborn. He knew that look well.


As Adaoma had requested, Monye sent back the bride price, and with that, her marriage to Onochie was over. Monye gathered some trusted workers together to build Adaoma a new home with a large plot of land next to his compound.


After leaving Onochie’s house, Adaoma avoided contact with him by going to stay for five months with a relative in Onitsha to learn more about trading in smoked fish, salt, and other goods. Eventually, she was able to numb her mind so that the ache she felt when her thoughts went to him grew duller and duller, until there was just a low-­level, constant pain that was bearable, that became normal. She threw herself into growing her trade when she returned to Anioma-­Ukwu. With some money that her father gave her, Adaoma expanded her smoked fish business and branched into hand-­woven cloth, which was sought after as far away as Onitsha.


Onochie didn’t come to look for her. He had tried to find out where she was from her relatives while she was away and finally given up, understanding that her mind was made up and resenting her for making such a consequential decision without first speaking with him. One day in the marketplace, Adaoma spotted Udoka and one of her daughters. Udoka had been very careful not to be in the same place as Adaoma since the beating. But she couldn’t prevent her four-­year-­old from running up to Adaoma.


“Big Mother,” she said, smiling. “Where did you go?”


Adaoma hugged the little girl and took her back to her mother, who stood frozen, her features distorted with fright. Udoka looked terrible. She’d lost weight and her round prettiness had given way to a haggard look.


“Thank you,” she said in a fearful whisper, as Adaoma handed the child over. Then she walked away as quickly as she could. That day, instead of heading home after the market closed, Adaoma made her way to Mgbolie’s. She was barely through the door when she broke down and started to weep, her body quivering, vibrating with each exhalation. Mgbolie hugged her, and, after a few minutes, began to sob herself. Through tears, Adaoma told Mgbolie that she now realized what she wanted most—­a family of her own, children to care for and dote on, who would look after her in her old age.


Within five years of leaving Onochie, Adaoma had made enough money from her smoked fish, salt, and cloth trade to be a chief in her own right. She had constant discussions with Mgbolie about the business and how well it was going, but how she would exchange all of it for a child of her own.


One day, Mgbolie stopped by to visit Adaoma, who thought it odd that she had come alone; she usually brought her children with her and Adaoma braided their hair, or cooked something special for them to eat, with the smallest child strapped to her back, dancing as she worked to lull the baby to sleep.


“Is everything okay?” Adaoma searched Mgbolie’s face for any signs of bad news but she looked almost serene.


Mgbolie smiled but said nothing for a few moments. Then, “You know my cousin Okafor?”


“No,” said Adaoma. “Which cousin is that?”


“My great-­uncle’s grandson. He has a farm but he developed too much of a taste for palm wine after his crops failed and owes a lot of people money.”


Adaoma slapped at her leg, catching an early evening mosquito mid-­bite and scraping its smashed remains off her palm. “That’s a shame really,” she said. “Where are my children? Why didn’t you bring them?”


Mgbolie ignored the questions, continuing her Okafor story. “Okafor’s oldest daughter is Fodonika. You know her, Fodo, very skinny, with knock-­knees. Her mother sends her to the market to buy fish sometimes and she asks to pay in installments.”


Adaoma knew then who Mgbolie was talking about. “Oh yes, I know her. Tiny girl. Always polite.”


“Fodo has liked this boy Imma since they met at egwu onwa, and they want to get married,” Mgbolie continued. “The thing is Imma’s family has no money, and Okafor needs a lot, so he is planning to marry Fodo off to Chief Udeze as his fourth wife.”


Adaoma was aghast. “But the man is so old!”


“Yes oh. That’s how it is.” Mgbolie gazed at Adaoma intently. She spoke slowly, carefully. “But this could be your opportunity. You have as much wealth as Udeze. And it would be a better outcome for Fodo.”


Adaoma parsed Mgbolie’s words, a mixture of hope and elation bubbling up in her as she slowly grasped what Mgbolie was suggesting. She made enough to support a family, could afford whatever bride price Fodo’s father wanted. Fodo would still be able to see Imma, and Adaoma could have the family she wanted through the young couple’s love. Still, she hesitated, speaking more to herself than to Mgbolie. “When Akunna married that girl—­what’s her name now?—­her father had no sons so it was understood that their children would carry on his name and his line.”


“But Akunna is not the only example. That’s not the only reason. You have proven that you can support a family. It’s time for you to have one.”


Adaoma rubbed the raised scar on her cheek with her little finger, an unconscious gesture she now made when she was uncertain but intrigued by something. She composed her face, trying to still the rush of exhilaration that was making her heart beat faster. This felt like a solution. It could be. But what if Fodo didn’t agree—­she was sure the father would go for it but Fodo might have strong opinions of her own. Then what? She tried to swat down the whole idea by raising a different concern. “But Fodo is so bony. There are boys with larger breasts than hers. How am I sure she’ll be able to have children?”
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