
                                  A Good Daughter by Iheoma Nwachukwu 

It happened every time Odinakachi smelt talcum on women old enough to have suckled 

her. Like the woman she had just passed. Her mind would trot off and she would imagine 

the things that could have been. She was returning from her friend’s house where she had 

gone to wean her baby, whom she carried on her back. The woman had passed by her on 

the street, pulling along a smiling little child with missing teeth whom Odinakachi 

assumed to be her granddaughter. They had greeted, and Odinakachi, sniffing the talcum 

scent, looking into the carved face fringed with hoary hair where her silk scarf had 

missed strands from ear to ear, found herself drawing images of her mother. Had she 

aged like this—with slow arthritic hands that would never hold Odinakachi’s children? 

Or with a weak stooping gait that would never bend to nurse her grandchildren? She 

passed this image through the door of spent years, stopping at her child-birthing moments 

and the moments after when a daughter takes great pride in a mother’s attention. The 

feeling was always the same after these back-journeys—she felt sucked inward, like a 

web collapsing in the wind. As if her spirit had drained into a hole in her soul. She would 

press her lips together, sigh tiredly, and say, ‘Jehovah bu Eze. God is King.’ She did just 

that now, pulling her wrapper—to test its tightness round her baby—under her raised left 

elbow from which a bag swung, with the fingers of her right hand, then crossing the dusty 

street to turn the corner into her own street. The houses on her street all looked like they 

were built about the same time—in the aftermath of Biafra—like houses everywhere else. 

Some carried cement patches on their walls, in an eternal stage of reconstruction, and 

many two, three storey buildings with side slits for ventilation and broad windows, had 

simply gone up in place of those pulled down by rich landlords. A mammy wagon with 

the inscription ‘No food for mr tortoise,’ listing port then starboard, with its sorrowful 

load, whined past her on its way to the main market. 

   This was Onitsha years after the civil war, years after federal soldiers sacked the town 

and set fire to Onitsha main market, years after Archbishop Arinze drove round the city 

in his white Peugeot banger plucking young men into the priesthood. In the year that 

Osita Osadebe released the excellent ‘People’s club Odogwu’ with its mature, muted 

horns—the year that the entire country coiled in dense excitement because of the World 

Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture.  



   Odinakachi reached her home, a single storey unpainted house built by her husband, 

Chinwoke, four years ago. They had tenants occupying single rooms downstairs, eight 

rooms to a toilet, bathroom, and kitchen (there were also eight rooms upstairs, not 

including the kitchen.) Climbing the stairs that would take her up, she was stung by the 

filthy smell of negligent living. The corridor was deserted save for a toddler who squatted 

beside his potty, urinating on the ground in front of his parents’ door. Odinakachi shook 

her head peevishly. She would talk to the boy’s mother, warn her to potty train her child 

or find another apartment. She felt her daughter twist behind her, perhaps to also look at 

this urinating boy but when Odinakachi turned her neck to peer behind, the indignant 

girl—unhappy at her forced change of diet—avoided her mother’s eyes. Odinakachi 

smiled. 

   The nasty smell was upstairs too, but weak. Here her family lived in two rooms and had 

sole use of one of the two toilets. She collected her daughters from a neighbour, mama 

Adanma, whose daughter went to the same school—close by—as her girls. This meant 

that the girls always returned from school together (they left together too) and 

Odinakachi’s daughters waited in mama Adanma’s room when their mother was away. 

They were three bright faced girls with deep-set eyes like their mother’s, who had copied 

their father’s weakness for teeth-grinding. The girls were born in the years 1971 to 1973 

in a frantic plot by their parents to beat their mother’s coming-of-menopause (the couple 

thought this age to be 40) while gambling for sons. The doctor had termed the onslaught 

‘sheer suicide’ and told Odinakachi (who during her third pregnancy had lost 

consciousness at labour and had to be resuscitated) to get pregnant the next year if she 

wanted to die. The couple listened at first, Odinakachi and Chinwoke listened, but soon 

again gave way to the ‘male child-fever’ and yet (to Chinwoke’s frustration) welcomed 

still another girl—the weaner on Odinakachi’s back (the doctor was aghast at this 

‘senseless daring at your age!’). 

   Unlike her sisters, the fourteen-month-old child had been difficult to wean because she 

flatly refused any solid food given to her (overturning her plate of mashed yam, squashed 

rice), and after shrieking for her mother’s breasts—pointing—bit Odinakachi’s nipple in 

revenge when she finally got her way. So her mother had left the house for three 

consecutive days (after the children left for school and her husband went to his business) 



now to take the defiant baby to her friend who was a skilled midwife and a solid 

martinet—she beat the child and forced her to eat solid food while Odinakachi watched 

uncomfortably.  

   Odinakachi unlocked the door and entered the room with her squealing daughters—

excited at entering their apartment after such a wait—spilling in after her. 

   It was here, inside the living room that smelled of dried breast milk, looking at the 

framed sepia photos of her husband’s late mother hanging on the wall, that Odinakachi 

thought of her biological mother the most and rued her life—that half of her life she 

shielded even from her husband.  

  

She did not quite come from Abagana as she had led her husband to believe, but was 

from someplace farther, someplace deeper inside her memory. She was from a village in 

Mbaise and had been eight years old when her dark-willed father sold her to an old 

medicine man. She had been the first child. Her younger sister was at the farm that day 

with their mother. There had been no goodbyes.  

   Before that grief-jerking moment, before that frightful day, life had been swimming by 

nicely—or about as nicely as it got for a girl child in the 1940s. 

   Odinakachi’s mother was a slender necked woman with a front row of uneven white 

teeth whose obsession was talcum powder. Her first marriage had ended when her 

husband came home suddenly to find a man with deep-set eyes (Odinakachi’s father) 

escaping from the hut where he found his sweating wife naked. Odinakachi and her sister 

had copied their mother’s features, at least in the aspect of the narrow neck. She called 

Odinakachi ‘Ada’m. My daughter,’ and took her everywhere she went in the years before 

and after her second child was born and through the years when pregnancies leaked away 

between her thighs. She liked Odinakachi not just because she had been born in the first 

year of her second marriage, announcing to peers and her husband’s family how fertile 

she was, but because the child seemed to really possess a piece of her soul. When she 

looked at that girl, with her deep heart-stirring eyes, she felt a transmission, a feeling—

subtle, like the trimming of an afterthought. She took her daughter to the farm, placing 

her hand over the little girl’s as they bent cassava stems in the soil. Odinakachi’s mother 

had learned midwifery from her mother, but not enough to be entirely proficient because 



the sickly woman had died early. But she was sufficiently skilled with poultices and 

massages to get house calls on which she took her daughter. Odinakachi was not allowed 

close and would listen from afar as the woman sitting on banana leaves screamed as if 

something or someone were both scourging and scaring her. She would suck her lip 

wonderingly, not believing her mother who said this was how babies came.  

   Odinakachi vaguely remembered the evenings when she was sent to fetch fire from a 

neighbour’s compound while her younger sister drew shapes in the sand at her mother’s 

feet. She would go with a bamboo stick, a rag wound round one end and dipped in palm 

oil. She enjoyed these trips which often but not always took her a long distance from 

home (many times she stopped and imagined that the chirping crickets were calling her 

name) until she found a compound with a fire glowing. She would greet respectfully then 

enter to light the rag-end of her bamboo. 

   Often, thinner, ductile memories brushed past like cobwebs; kneeling beside her mother 

on the mud floor, smelling the talcum, responding to her songs, their eyes locking while 

her mother polished the floor with a coconut; sitting by her sister on the ground while her 

mother shaved her sister’s akpukpa (rash) head with an aguwa before salving the shaved 

head with smoke-blackened kitchen cobwebs that dried the rash; watching her father slap 

dark soil halfway round the outside walls of their hut to decorate it before a big festival, 

sometimes dancing for him while he played the flute; robbing the three statuettes (of the 

goddess Afanim) in the family shrine to nurse as mock-babies and deciding that they 

were ugly, dumping them in the pit-toilet as her distraught father searched and searched. 

   Odinakachi’s father had come from a wealthy family of proud headhunters. He had 

hunted heads too, on demand, for families who needed a head to bury an illustrious 

patriarch. His wife was proud and scared of him—this brave, heartless man. Payment 

came in the form of land or piled farm produce—cows and sheep were not uncommon. 

Orders came from far-off villages and his hunting took him as far out as Ngwa land, in 

those days when a man’s status was often determined by how many heads shared his 

coffin. But the coming of the missionaries and Christian teaching had caused a cooling of 

orders as people turned to a god who, although he could not explain how he got a son 

with no wife, had powerful priests who could command guns that killed quicker than 

charms. Odinakachi’s father, not bred to agrarian life, seeing a setback in his occupation, 



began to sell his property (he had ‘lost’ his choicest lands as bride price in a failed second 

marriage to a princess) to clothe and feed his family. He began to borrow too, and when 

his debts had heaped extraordinarily, he flogged his daughter on the slave market. 

   She was sold on a day that her mother had promised to take Odinakachi to her 

childhood home for a short stay. Then her mother had changed her mind because she did 

not have enough talcum to rub on her face, and take home as present for her father’s wife. 

She had powdered her face and told Odinakachi (who had been stealing the powder to 

parody her mother in a play that amused her sister) to wait at home for the Asaba trader 

who was coming to refresh her supply.  

   Her father had been listening. He ran out of the house as soon as his wife left for the 

farm with Odinakachi’s sister, and arrived a little later with the medicine man. 

    ‘Adaora, come here, hmm, Omalicha beke,’ her father said in a nice, too nice, voice. 

   The little girl looked up from where she was squatting, confused. Her father had never 

used with her this pleasurable voice, these flowery words. Nonetheless, she walked up to 

her parent with complete trust, with the yielding heart of a child. 

  Her father told her to follow the stranger beside him who wore a cross-weave of fronds 

over his genitals and carried a goatskin bag on his hairy chest. She nodded and looked at 

the stranger. The man’s old eyes were rheumy, his hair knotty and grey.  

   Something, something made the little girl stoop in the ovu, passing her fingers in the 

sand where her mother’s talcum fell, smelling it. Something made her father drop his 

gaze when the child looked at him, knowing he was selling the little girl forever. But 

Odinakachi, turning back to look at her father and the home she had known all her life, 

could not know she had started a journey that would take her away from a world she 

loved, take her away from a sister she played with, and take her away from a doting 

mother, for a long, long time. 

 

Clay-coloured was how Odinakachi liked to think of the linoleum on the floor of their 

two-room apartment. Chinwoke called it yellow. Husband and wife often disagreed on 

light subjects, from how far the afros and plus-plus heels fashion would last (he said, 

forever and ever; she took her answer from the inscription on a mammy wagon: ‘nothing 

lasts forever’) to what the diet of their lastborn should be (he said to continue 



breastfeeding the toddler if that was what it wanted; she asked if he should be breastfed 

until he grew a beard). Now she untied her wrapper and set the toddler down beside her 

on the seat. The child who looked taller, though it was only because she had lost weight 

from adjusting to solid food, wriggled to the floor, scowling at her smiling mother. She 

languidly walked to the door of her parents’ bedroom and parted the hanging curtain so 

that she could watch her sisters change from their brown-checked school uniforms into 

home clothes.   

   The two rooms were of an identical size. Light blue paint covered the walls under a 

deadly asbestos ceiling. The drab, polished chairs in the living room were not helped by 

uncovered Vono cushions. An unremarkable table with a half-torn Formica top (the 

children’s destructive pastime!) stood between the new Sanyo TV on its slim, splayed 

legs, and Odinakachi, who was removing things from her bag in the long chair that 

backed the front door. She was thinking of her husband as she set the SMA baby food on 

the seat beside the other baby things.  

    ‘Something is biting you,’ she had told him in bed the night before. 

   Twice in the evening, she had caught him quizzing her with still eyes as they ate 

supper. There was a feeling about him that she would only place later. He had always 

been reticent, and finally subservient. She was not sure if subservience was his real 

nature; they had not courted for long before the war started.  

   He had grunted an answer, nothing is biting, and turned his back to sleep. She persisted 

with her questions in that cooing, needling, territorial way instinctual to wives and long-

term female partners. But he kept quiet. Finally, she reached over (the toddler was 

sleeping in between) and curled her fingers round his testicles. And when that gear 

warmed up and the thing above it hardened, she had hissed and removed her hand, hurt, 

annoyed—knowing now that he was really awake and refusing to answer her; perhaps 

disappointed too that she had failed to manoeuvre him. 

   This morning, he had asked her a question. Did she believe in ghosts? Have you seen a 

ghost? she asked in reply. He had blinked and shook his head like a little boy, leaving for 

work. 



   She vowed to force it out of him today—what was gnawing him. Chinwoke might be 

reticent, but resolute? She shook her head, telling her firstborn to mind the things on the 

chair. Then she got up and went outside to prepare lunch in the kitchen. 

 

They had met one year before the civil war started. Chinwoke was attending a funeral 

with his friends in Abagana. The dead woman was the relative of a good friend. 

Odinakachi had attended commercial school with the deceased’s daughter (they were 

called twins in school because they looked alike—well, somewhat—and her friend’s 

mother’s talcum-rubbing habit stirred memories of Odinakachi’s childhood) and helped 

to serve drinks and food. In those days, she used little make-up because her foster parents 

were strict apostolic faith members and abhorred ‘things that glorified Jezebel.’ Even 

then, her soft dark hair, her graceful wide hips, her full thighs, full buttocks, were a joy to 

see. Chinwoke was transported. He slipped a note in her hand when she served him food. 

Though she did not meet his gaze, she saw that his hand was shaking. Interesting to see 

what I can make of his edginess, she thought. She had agreed to a date with him and then 

later, still wondered why. Not that Chinwoke was bad looking. He had a clean, scrubbed 

face; pared, controlled fingernails. He knew the fashion of the day: velvety tiger-head 

tunic; well-combed hair with a swift middle part. The thing was that through the years, 

Odinakachi viewed men through eyes coloured by her childhood tragedies. People, 

especially men, mistook this disdain for prudence and her sometimes refusal to look men 

in the eye as reverence. She had let the years for snaring suitors slip away, while her 

foster sisters began families. She supposed that there was a time for taking charge of your 

life—loosening the past like a dirty wrapper and watching it float down the river. She 

visited Chinwoke in Onitsha where he lived and worked then with his uncle who sold 

secondhand clothes at the main market. His parents lived in the family house at Nnewi. 

She had had a job too, working as a seamstress in a shop owned by the apostolic faith. 

Soon, they pulled down personal boundaries and built common ones, recognising the 

things they liked in each other. She liked that he had a head for business and tolerated her 

eruptions of temper. (Though she was a bit worried that he obsessed about hygiene.) 

People overhead him telling his friends that ‘She’s not spoilt, a complete virgin, oh, there 

is nothing I do not like in that girl.’ He would clutch at his heart affectionately and say, 



‘She’s killed me already. You wouldn’t notice she’s two years older the way we play.’ 

Her strict parents (she told him these were her biological parents to cover the indignity of 

her past, simplify her past, her parents thankfully did not get into complexities) liked the 

serious godly boy (he wore a rosary) nothing like the other young men of today with their 

heads full of smoke and beer. His uncle commended him for ‘taking his eyes to the wife-

market.’ He told Chinwoke’s parents that their son had plucked ‘a rare flower’ and they 

agreed (his mother kept smiling and called her, Nne, Nne—Odinakachi had seemed 

overwhelmed by it all, nervous with all the fuss; her prospective in-laws might have 

interpreted this nervousness in their presence as ultra-respect) when they met her. All that 

remained after Chinwoke proposed the next year was a smoothing of terms—agreeing to 

the ten amphora jars of palm wine part bride price—and a snooping up family trees—

asking villagers if there was madness in the family. Was this person’s grandfather known 

to steal?  No one had thought to include the war in their planning—because obviously no 

one had expected a war. It had come suddenly for the lovers. Like copious rain in 

afternoon sunshine.  

   The war separated them. He was conscripted, wounded, discharged. She struggled to 

survive with her family. He sold cassava, smuggled cigarettes. She happily sold salt that 

her strict apostolic mother had moistened to increase profit. They lost friends to the 

bombs dropped by Russian Ilyushin jets. He fled to Oba with his parents. She fled to 

Nnobi with her family. Tragedies followed them. Her family perished with many others 

when Ramat Mohammed’s second division found them praying in the church and shot 

them one by one close-up. Odinakachi was urinating in a close building. His parents died 

in Umuasi when federal soldiers ordered everybody to attend a Highlife performance then 

criss-crossed them with bullets. Chinwoke had escaped and watched from the bush as his 

parents were buried in a shallow pit, his mother’s hand pointing above the grave at the 

sky, as if to ask God why.  

   They met at the refugee camp at Awka Etiti. And when the war ended, the lovers 

walked together for four days until they reached Onitsha, stinking, sick with life but glad 

of it. Glad to be alive. They got married the next month. 

 



Her breasts were aching. It was always this way when she got to weaning. Odinakachi 

sucked her teeth painfully and tapped the glands swollen with milk that wanted to be let 

out. The things we do for children, she thought. When the pain got too much, she had 

alarming fantasies of putting her breasts in the mouths of her neighbours’ husbands, 

oftentimes squeezing her breasts in the grip of her imagination. Also, she was tempted to 

suckle her baby and would have, but was always prevented by a last barrier of reason.  

Lunch was over: garri and akwu soup. Her daughters—with round stomachs—had run off 

to play in mama Adanma’s room. The toddler lay asleep on a folded wrapper in a corner 

of the living room. She had eaten garri too, not quite liking the baby formula her mother 

had tried to press on her, which was like an acquired taste.  

   Stiff bars of sunlight poked through the curtained window. Not the window over the 

TV, through which an anxious Odinakachi sometimes peeped into the street to watch for 

a late Chinwoke, but the one over the side chair, near the sleeping baby. Odinakachi was 

stretched in the long chair, listening to Nelly Uchendu—it had to be her—on the radio. 

The song was about a man who had gone on to marry a girl his mother disapproved of 

and now regretted his action, crying by his mother’s graveside. Odinakachi wondered 

what it was like to constantly feel a mother’s selfless love (her foster mother had been 

impersonal, spouting bible passages), the comfort of going through life without the fear 

of misdirection. She had taken wrong turns in life. She imagined that both her mothers 

would not have approved of the way she and Chinwoke had gone about having the 

children that put her in danger. She had handled it all in almost martyr-like fashion, 

fearing the threat to her life but seeing her action as necessary. Children were a 

consequence of marriage, she told herself, and male children brought a woman a certain 

reverence that female children did not. She said the latter with a kind of painful 

surrender, knowing that her private experience urged male-loathing. But what was the 

hope of opposition in a world where cheerless faces greeted news of a girlchild-birth. She 

had had a strong fear of not producing male offspring because of a curse that might have 

followed her many years ago. And she supposed that having a boy would keep her 

husband further in her control—a boy she would shape carefully. She dominated 

Chinwoke for sure: he gave her all the money he made and she decided how much was 

spent. She shouted him down when they argued. He did not initiate open displays of 



affection (putting his hand in hers, round her hips) for fear she might not be in the mood. 

In her bursts of epiphany, she could understand why she had chosen him—a man unlike 

the men who had forced her destiny along a sharp edge (her vile father, the mean 

medicine man). Yet, his submissiveness sometimes riled her. Her authority often 

sickened her and she wished for exactly the type of men she had avoided. A man like her 

father who would definitely oppose and control her—a firm-willed man. She believed 

that she was strong enough for such a man, to struggle against him and then to surmount 

him. But Chinwoke was not absolutely a football that she knocked about. He did have an 

admirable organisation within her organisation. They were in curved worlds, going round 

and round tangential orbits. The brand of standing fan he had bought for the bedroom was 

Sanyo, the radio was Sanyo, the TV was Sanyo (he wiped down all the appliances on 

Saturdays). Only the ceiling fan was SMC—she supposed Sanyo did not make those. The 

mattress in the bedroom, the pillows were Vono brands, as were the cushion for the living 

room chairs. She was glad that Vono did not make baby food because that was what he 

would buy. Then she would have to tell people she was feeding her baby Vono, and 

would they not think that it was cushion-bits she was stuffing down her baby’s throat? 

She smiled and got up to move the toddler from the sun’s rays that were catching her 

brows. The baby stirred and Odinakachi cooed, ‘Sorry beautiful woman, du-du-du-du, 

my ta-ta.’ She knelt down and pressed the back of her palm against the baby’s napkin to 

see if she had wet herself. She had not. Then she inserted two fingers inside the napkin to 

see if she would touch faeces but the baby was clean, smelling of dusting powder and 

baby sweat.  

   Wish it was a boy, she said to herself now as the child smiled in her sleep. She hoped 

that it was not a relapse of ‘male child-fever’ her husband was suffering from. Or some 

form of it. He had talked about ghosts. Was he planning to make her a widow? Not 

Chinwoke. He loved her too much. She felt vulnerable not knowing what he was 

thinking. Hope he still finds me attractive, she said. She would squeeze out his thoughts 

the good old way. Laughing, she stood up and went to look at herself in the bedroom 

mirror. Odinakachi no longer smelt the camphor or the baby piss here and would have 

been surprised had someone mentioned it. She coquetted her reflection in the mirror. The 

wrapper she had been tying lay in a brown ring around her feet. Her breasts still had the 



spring of youth, thank God; she lifted them; she shaped them this way and that way, 

nodding. She placed her hands on her hips—God had been kind here too. Turning in 

profile, she shook her full buttocks—how could Chinwoke resist this, eh? unless he was 

blind. Only her stomach had disappointed. Or exploded. Or imploded. It had flopped so 

that she looked like an avid beer drinker. The pregnancies had been unkind and cruel and 

left their harsh trails in the form of unsightly bands across her stomach. But that was a 

given. It came with the territory, not a reason for someone’s husband to find her 

unattractive. She could still make his heart hammer on purpose. She would nail him this 

night. 

   He was not back when she served the children supper. A noise woke her in the chair a 

little later, after the children had all slept. She took the shovel from his hand as he closed 

the door. He looked exhausted. 

    ‘Welcome. What kept you back today?’ she asked, raising the shovel to look at it. 

    ‘Customers,’ he said tiredly, ‘I want to show that to someone early tomorrow 

morning,’ he added, seeing how she looked at the shovel strangely. She felt that thing 

again she could not place. 

   He wore one of his tight, floral shirts and equally tight, testes-cupping trousers she 

wished he would wear only indoors. His hair was combed high and thick, now flecked 

with dust from a long day outdoors. Energy-sapped eyes stared at Odinakachi over 

supper. Like a good wife was expected to, she had waited to eat with him when he 

returned. Supper was breadfruit in a peppery sauce. The ceiling fan was on. The children 

lay on a mat beside the TV. 

    ‘Darling, tell your wife what’s wrong,’ she said a long time later when they were in 

bed. 

   Her plan had come along like a well-fed goat.  

   While he watched, she had thrown her wrapper over his body as she stood in front of 

the mirror by the side of the bed. In the shaded light of the bedroom, Chinwoke could see 

the marvelous arcs that had enticed him. She was baiting, he knew. A request was 

coming. He suspected that it was something to do with her questions last night. He had 

promised himself he would tell nothing—it was important. She often used her body this 



way—as a lure. He was not protected by this knowledge. He swallowed his desire and it 

bobbed back up. Then he smiled sadly for all men trapped in the curves of a woman. 

    ‘My breasts have been aching and you didn’t even notice,’ she said unreasonably in a 

voice that was both plaintive and accusing.  

   His first impulse was understandably contrition—out of a married life of being 

henpecked—although she had not complained to him before or complained when he was 

around her. He said quickly, ‘Sorry, I’m sorry,’ raising his hand tentatively, diffidently, 

tiredly, as she swung her breasts at him to feel.  

    ‘Here—and—here,’ she said, grabbing his hand and pressing it first to one breast and 

then to the other, ‘it’s the milk that ta-ta can’t drink and you won’t drink.’ 

   They laughed together in pre-coital tones. But when he tried to raise his head to her 

breast, she pushed him away, saying flirtingly, ‘I didn’t ask you to suck, I just 

complained eh, this man.’ She climbed past him in the bed. The bed springs squeaked 

with their movement as Chinwoke, grinding his teeth, turned to track her passage. The 

money he had given her from the day’s sales was by the pillow. She threw the money—

over the sleeping baby temporarily moved to the side—on the floor. 

   That was when she turned to him and asked what was wrong.  

   Just when she thought she had failed with him, just when he had turned his back and 

sighed in that grave, deep-humming, shoulder-tensing way, she heard him say: 

    ‘There’s a woman trying to find you.’ 

   She held her breath as she processed this. So it was not what she thought. A woman? 

Her eyes flicked reflectively. Trying to find me? ‘What for?’ she asked, half sitting up in 

bed, pulling his shoulder anxiously so that he faced her. 

    ‘She says she’s your mother,’ he said resentfully, ‘a smelly old woman. I sent her 

away, I told her your mother’s dead.’ He finished—quite dismayed at failing to keep this 

knowledge private—and waited for a reaction. 

   She stared at him for a long, long time.  

   This was the thing she could not place. Had she embraced him?  

   She said now with filial hurt, in instinctive perception of who this woman was to her: 

    ‘Each day she embraced you, you pushed her away,’ in a raw tenor, pushing her palm 

against her breast. 



   He nodded, swept into the trance of her movement, her words—bizarrely.  

    ‘My mother—’ she began then stopped and closed her eyes, feeling her head fill with 

memories, sucking mucus back in her nostrils, ‘she smelled—didn’t you know that even 

if she—that even if she had one arm—that she was still my mother? 

    ‘Chinwoke Akunyili, why did you not ask me? You always told me everything. How 

could you keep this away from me?’ she said and buried her face in the pillow, shaking. 

   He had never seen her cry like this. He was confused. But her mother was dead, like his 

mother. Perhaps somewhere in his subconscious, despite the absurdity of the old 

woman’s claim, he sought to preserve a balance of grief.  

   He raised his hand, the henpecked husband, and touched her along the shoulder. She let 

him linger, she let him hold her. And raising her wet face, she buried her head in his 

chest, weak—and after a while told him her story. 

 

The day she was sold, following the strange medicine man with his cross-weave of fronds 

and goatskin bag, Odinakachi had played with her shadow at first. But the journey 

stretched. They walked and walked. After a while, she did not think they were really 

going anywhere: just walking into Forever. Or trying to find where the land met the sky. 

Still they walked. Her feet hurt. She smelled dust. She was thirsty. But if the medicine 

man noticed, he hid it well.  

   Soon she was at the bottom of will and strength. She stopped and gasped. When she 

closed her eyes, white things floated in her head. She wanted to lie down. 

   The medicine man looked down at her with a frown, this weak slave, and removed a 

coil of rope from his goat skin bag. 

   He tied her hands. Then he tied her feet. 

   He lifted her across his shoulders, like one would a goat, and continued walking. If 

tying the little girl did not give any indication of what her purpose to him was, carrying 

her like a goat—something habitually sacrificed to gods—left little doubt. 

   She slept that way, on his shoulders, and woke up in a dark, moist room. There was the 

feeling of company in the room which smelt of faeces and urine, lots of urine. She had 

been lying on urine. 



   When the door opened into a dark, viscous night and a voice shouted, ‘Mbaise child, 

take!’ Odinakachi could make out, in the contrast of the lesser dark, the silhouettes of 

other small bodies in the room.  

   She drank water from a small pot the medicine man offered her and ate the piece of 

boiled cassava he put in her hand. Then the door closed, a padlock clicked, and she went 

to lie down, confused and finally frightened. 

  She thought of her mother everyday. There was no day that Odinakachi did not think of 

her. She had a sense of what had happened: the always-locked door, the other frightened 

children, no visiting parents—she was certainly in an abductor’s home. One of those 

monsters her mother, sending her out to fetch fire, had warned her to be careful of, who 

caught people or bought them to use as they saw fit. Betrayed, she wondered why her 

father had sold her to this stranger—that must be what happened. She clawed at her 

memory, searching for the times that she had wronged him. She had thought he was a 

good father (he was the husband of her good mother), and she a good daughter. How 

could good hurt good? How could he hurt a part of him? 

   Everyday, the medicine man fed them. They did not bathe. They defecated in a shallow 

hole in the floor; the room was a sort of half-toilet. There were eight girls and two boys. 

They did not talk to each other—as if a spell trapped their tongues.  

   At sudden times, the medicine man would barge in and snatch somebody away. The 

person never returned. Once they heard a scream and footsteps running, then a hacking 

sound brought silence. Soon it was Odinakachi’s turn. 

   He took her into his ulo-agwu—his house of gods. 

   This hut, the bigger one that stood behind it, and the one she had been taken from were 

surrounded by a dense forest of palm, mahogany, brick wax, nku akwu and Iroko with old 

scarred barks. The huts were in a clearing. A path went from the trees to the clearing. 

Odinakachi could hear the birds that sang all day. She entered the hut with a beating 

heart. Every time she looked at the medicine man, it was her father she saw.  

   Palm fronds were strung across the low door. Inside, on an upturned mortar, palm oil 

and a black substance were mixed with the reeking flesh of some animal. Or human. The 

room smelled of decomposition. Several perforated pots hung from the roof. The man 

told Odinakachi to kneel in front of a black cloth stained with palm oil or blood. The 



cloth was tacked on the wall beside a sharp machete. There were cowries round its edges 

and in its centre were two carved, scowling statuettes holding knives. There were bigger, 

scowling, sitting, standing, statuettes on the wall, along the wall, several, with still, 

malevolent eyes—watching. 

   The first time he touched the sacred cowries to her head and threw the divination string, 

he was not very sure. There was no mistake the second time—this one had been rejected. 

   The man grabbed the cutlass and looked at her neck, her face with a mighty scowl. She 

did not mistake the look, her spirit was emptying out of her body. Then the man dropped 

the cutlass. 

   He returned her to the room and took another sacrifice. 

   She only understood, could only understand her proximity to death, her return from 

death, back in the room where she had seen many taken away who had never returned. 

She wept with the final crumbling of trust, the welling of injustice. Now that she had 

faced the consequence of her father’s act, her emotions cracked open.  

   Now she saw the bleakness of her young life. She felt cheated; a childhood broken, a 

future she could never live like her peers. Her sister would go on living normally: 

drawing shapes in the sand, playing in the moonlight, taking over her chores and she, 

Odinakachi, would be forgotten. Her mother would have other children she would never 

see or play with or know their names, her father, even that Satan would go on living in 

the sun. 

   She could be dead now. Limp, lifeless, gone where all those boys and girls had gone in 

the past months, sent there by her wicked father, a heartless man. Experiences in her past 

took on a new solidity. She wept for the years when she had carried her father’s bowl of 

washing water behind her mother who carried his bowls of food; his never looking at her 

when she danced for him, her non-inclusion in his gratitude when she polished the floor 

with her mother. She was indignant about the way he thought he could do away with her 

as if he were not responsible for bringing her into the world. Why bother to bring her into 

the world if he planned to get rid of her? Why her? Why not her sister? Had her sister 

been spared because she, not Odinakachi, was the good daughter? Why did her chi allow 

this fate? Why did her mother not take her to her childhood home, talcum or no talcum? 

Why did the medicine man buy a little girl who had done nothing to him? Her father sold 



her with impunity. On big festivals, had he not taught her and her sister that good should 

be pursued over evil? That punishment always followed evil? That that was the rule that 

propped the world? 

   Yet her father and the medicine man—two men, had sided with evil. What was the 

purpose of rules if people did not keep them? She had always obeyed and respected her 

father and now saw how she had been punished. She hoped that the gods would hurt him. 

She hoped that somebody would hurt him and make him suffer. She wanted him to feel 

the pain of her eight-year-old heart. 

   The medicine man removed her from the room to another hut. Now she bathed. She 

was glad to become his maid, assistant (if only to stay alive), carrying animal sacrifices 

(while he followed) deep into the forest through the years that he bought more slaves to 

feed his powers. She watched men and women come and go who carried sorrows and 

brought gifts for the medicine man. She learned incantations. One day, she cursed her 

father. 

   ‘Your compound will produce no male child to continue your name when you die.’ 

   The eyes moved on the still images. She heard a deep hum. 

   Twice, she tried to escape. Twice, she saw the medicine man in front of her (‘Mbaise 

child, these trails are the lines of my palm,) in the forest, whom she had left in the house 

of gods. 

   The medicine man sold her when she began menstruation, late. In 1953, some heads of 

the apostolic church, in a push to abolish intra-trade of humans in ‘backward’ Igbo 

communities, were buying such slaves and resettling them. A middle man in Aba bought 

Odinakachi and sold her to these men who resettled her with exemplary members in 

Abagana. The family sat in the front pew on Sundays—an ideal Christ-like apostolic 

family.  

   Her foster father ran a commercial school which she attended, learning English and 

Arithmetic. Her foster mother taught her the bible and how to sew. She got along well 

with her foster sisters. She grew up into a beautiful, sensible woman with a marked scorn 

for men. While she may have altered this scorn when she met Chinwoke, she never did 

get used to missing her biological mother, or for that matter, dominating a sensitivity to 

talcum on women old enough to be her mother, as she grew into her adult years. 



 

She left the house early, Odinakachi did, the morning after she revealed her past to 

Chinwoke. He had listened, bewildered, to her story. He had been horrified, offended, 

pitying, forgiving. He told her this would not change the way he saw her although he was 

not sure about this inside himself, unable now to see her unless in the hues of her new 

past. He derived a certain confidence from her vulnerability and how, concealing things 

from each other, hers had been the greater dishonesty. 

   The old woman had come for three days now, he said. She came from Oba. Obviously, 

she waited for him on Niger Street, close to the market, and followed him to his shop. He 

did not know how she did it, pointing him out, he was sure she had help. She said she was 

from Ezinihitte. She could not come this close and give up. But Chinwoke was sure she 

would not come again, he had been very brusque this last time, screaming at the woman. 

   Through the long night, while she willed day to break, Odinakachi stared and stared at 

her sleeping husband, as if learning the sleeping contours of a new lover. She could not 

tell at what point during their life together he had grown his hard exterior. While she was 

busy making him into what she wanted, looking for what she wanted in him, he must 

have been busy looking for the things he wanted in her too. And both of them leaned in 

the comfort of each other’s familiarity, growing apart. She imagined the things he could 

be protecting under this exterior, for instance, might he be covering up a secret family? A 

secret lover pregnant with sons? That was terrifying. In between the things she thought 

she knew and the things she was terrified of their existence, she groped in the formless 

void of not-knowing, pawing for the surface of her mind. 

   The children were still bathing, the toddler had just woken, when Odinakachi went to 

find the old woman. Chinwoke said somewhat firmly, tartly, when she was at the door, 

‘Won’t you get the girls ready for school first? Ta-ta, won’t she eat, won’t she bathe? I 

have to go—’ 

    ‘Didn’t you hear last night—’ she scolded, cutting him off, ‘when I said I would be 

going to look for my—’ she paused, suddenly hating how she sounded. Somewhat 

hearing the tone of her voice to him, her words to him, for the first time since their 

marriage. She felt an—oddly—indignant shame. Like a pampered child caught stealing at 



a poor neighbour’s house. Inside, a gavel beat at the base of her conscience. Was this 

how she sounded speaking to him? Seriously sounded? 

   He winced, suitably admonished, wanting to say more, but not to that face. Perhaps 

later; this had felt good—speaking his mind. 

   The toddler looked from one parent to the other, preparing tears.  

   Odinakachi sighed, smoothing her thoughts. She respected this never-seen perseverance 

that had allowed him to hold from her what was so vital—it threatened and intrigued her. 

Now she said with more responsibility, in kinder, submissive tones, ‘My husband don’t 

be angry, please, sorry, my head is splitting with thoughts, please make garri for the 

children, ta-ta will eat too, bring her—’ Then she walked out quickly. 

   The sun was behind some high, very high building and Odinakachi, walking past a tall 

pawpaw tree beside the road, did not notice the jagged leaves shiver faintly with gold, 

coming alive in the sun. She was full of an almost childish thrill foiled by a solemn fear. 

The feeling was redolent of the days, during her first pregnancy, before she went into 

labour—that expectation of discovery dimmed by a dread of the pain, the outcome. 

   She walked with hurried, frantic steps, her wrapper snapping between her legs. She 

wore a rumpled, sleeveless blouse and her head-tie was knotted at her waist. The main 

market was a long ways from where they lived, she could have ridden a bus, but she 

walked. She walked.  

   Entering Niger Street, so close to the biggest market in West Africa, with its bustle of 

hurrying people, men on bicycles, mammy wagons passing back and forth, pealing horns, 

Odinakachi realised that she did not know who or what to look for. She should have 

come with Chinwoke. But no sooner had she made this deduction than it occurred to her 

that it really did not matter—river calls to river. 

   And so, with this conviction in her heart, walking slowly along the street, searching 

faces, women standing, women sitting outside houses, her eyes lighted on an old woman. 

The old woman stood up. 

  And who truly can say, what calls hatching turtles into the sea; who truly can say, what 

draws salmon up waterfalls to spawn, to die, in the stream of their birth; who can say 

what sentient strings link one twin to the other, what shared bonds thread through mother 

and child. 



   She stopped and stared at the old woman, her head tingling at the sides. Then she was 

running, running, halting conversations, movement, as people paused and stared at the 

woman who screamed once and fell into the arms of the shaking old woman. 

   Later, her mother would show her the talcum mixed with sand she had saved from that 

day many years ago when an unsettling feeling had driven her from the farm and she had 

felt an emptiness upon reaching home and seeing the finger marks in the sand. She would 

tell Odinakachi of the days spent without sleep, waiting—but feeling hopeless—for her 

daughter to return from the ‘market’ her lying father said he had sent her; of two sons 

who had died in infancy; of the day her father went to sell Odinakachi’s sister in Ngwa 

and had himself gone missing while a stranger returned the lucky girl. She would tell 

Odinakachi of the night dreams of seeing her in a dark room chased by knives, the 

waiting through the years, the pining, the deep-sown belief—present like a second 

heart—of seeing her someday, the sons that had eluded Odinakachi’s sister, the chance 

meeting in Mbaise with the apostolic faith member from Oba, which guided her to 

Chinwoke.  

   Now, before this shelling of memories, before her daughter would show shock at the 

old woman’s request to return with her to Mbaise, thinking how can I leave my husband 

now? calculating the consequences of leaving a familiar world, they simply stood wiping 

each other’s tears—Odinakachi, staring at the worn, powdered face with the age-carved 

jaw-line, the inelastic neck with its webwork of wrinkles, the shrunken arms with the 

crosshatch of veins, was saying softly, ‘My good mother.’  

  
     


