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They said the day I was born, my mother ran mad. Ara. It began with a scream that was so loud it surpassed the thick walls of the hut – where she had lain to birth me, and even traveled west of the village, stopping with full force at the tree my father was climbing to get palm wine. It was this scream, they said, that threw him off, causing his back to stiffen with pain. The kinsmen had gathered around our home, their loud whispers traveling from ear to ear, until it spread through the village like wild fire. I had been a fat tata, rounded like well-made akpu. Looking like a baby who had been born into wealth, a baby who should have been named Obiageli or Nwaoma.
 This contradicted the events that came with my arrival. My father was unable to tap palm wine for three months, and my mother refused to speak sensibly. She whimpered and murmured, and stared at people strangely. She cried when she saw me, and refused to hold me. She was even unable to produce proper milk to feed me. It was madness, they said. 
My grandmother, Nnenna, took up the  burden of caring for me, while she accused my mother of not being woman enough. Had she, Nnenna, not carried seven children for nine months each? Had she not pushed them out of her with pain? And had she not gotten back on her feet days after, to cook steaming ofe onugbu for her husband and pepper soup for herself. She, Nnenna had not kept herself indoors and waited for people to carry her children for her or care for her. She had not been sick, she had only done a natural thing, imu nwa! So, what then had made my mother as she was. Was she not a woman? 
These circumstances were the reasons my father had given me the name Zeluwa. Avoid the world. When he called me, he sounded like one who was trying to make an important statement, trying to sound a warning. So I grew up pronouncing my name as such. 
When my mother gave birth to Ezinne, she became happier, smiled more often and did not cry when she was asked to hold her. Surprisingly, she began to speak more than she had in the past five years. However, my father was not happy that  he had no male child yet, one who would one day grow to be a dimpka and take over from him. They were not getting any younger. 
It took Nne seven years after he had married her to give him a first child, and now it seemed even longer to produce a son. If not for the catholic priests, he would have taken another wife. 
My father had found my mother after the Biafran war ended in 1970. She had been lost, trying to find her way home. Her memory, as well as her left arm, lost. I did not know if he had loved her, if he had seen the parts of her that no one had, if he had felt a strange yet familiar connection to her – that made him never want to leave her -- or if he had simply taken her in out of pity and decided it was only proper to wed her. They never told stories, they never made me or my sister understand our past. Everything we knew, we heard in stories told by my father’s mother, Nnenna. She had become a talkative on her death bed, telling us about the past like folklores told to children under the moonlight. She told this story each night, until she died in 91’.
My grandmother did not fail to tell us that our history was important. She often said it would make us understand our present.
‘Now your mother has no history to tell us. We are unaware what evil spirits are in her ancestry.’ She would say in Igbo, wheezing. Her dialect was different from my mother’s. After that, she would cough. Then she would laugh. ‘Those spirits from your mother’s side are disturbing me.’
Ezinne would laugh, but I laughed the loudest. We were children. 
Not much of my life mattered to me until the year after Nnenna died. Before then I had lived in a lazy pattern – wake up, sweep the compound, sweep the house, pray – on days we remembered to, play, go to school, return home. Nothing exciting happened. Even the miscarriages my mother suffered after Ezinne was born, was no longer a thing of surprise. That woman is cursed, they would say. That woman bu amuosu. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]My mother was a quiet woman. She did not know how to tell stories, did not know how to speak. She only spoke when spoken to and did not say more than what was required. Even as her children, she did not scold us, did not shout at us. She watched us – even in times when we bathed in the sand as though it was water, she sat there, her eyes on us but distant, watching but not seeing.
Those times I took as nothing. Moreover my father scolded quite well, and my grandmother filled in for mother. She told stories, snapped at us, told us what to wear, chased us away from the sand, so that we ran off screaming, our hands in the air, our laughter resounding in our own ears. 
Those years I had not begun to live. I was yet to be conscious of what life truly meant, of how I lacked a mother. Of how troubling it was to have her there but not there. I had merely been a vessel, empty, not waiting to be filled, yet needing it. My spirit yet to occupy my body. 
The morning when life began, I had been on my way back from school with a class mate, Ijeoma. She had seen her nso three days prior and would not keep shut about it. Not that I wanted her to. The idea of blood coming from my vagina excited me. The idea that soon, womanhood would be merely a walk away, because after your nso arrived, the next thing to think about was marriage.
‘How does it feel? Nso.’ I asked, moving to stand in front of her, so that I could see her eyes when she responded. 
‘It feels sticky.’ She squeezed her face. “It also makes my stomach pain me.” 
I frowned, moving beside her so we could continue our walk home, ‘Eh hen, what kind of pain? Too much or just small.’
‘The first day was very painful. It was as if my mother was pounding on my stomach. I woke up crying.’
I shuddered.  I had heard about that pain many times – from the girls at school, and although it made me fear, I still wanted to see my nso. What was a woman without her Nso? Nothing.  I was fifteen and in form three. Everyone in my form had already seen their nso.  Some had started even as early as ten, yet I was yet to see mine. It worried me. 
‘At least, I am a woman now.’ Ijeoma said, her voice filled with pride. ‘So I became a woman before you.’ She grinned. ‘You are still a girl. Nwatakili.’
‘Taa.’ I waved her off, which sent her into a giggling fit. 
‘Do and start o, so we can talk about it. You will tell me when you own pain comes. It might be worse than my own. I will laugh ehn…’ 
I imagined what it would feel like, to have blood come from within me, and trickle down my inner thighs until the stopped at my ankle, a long sticky trail waiting to be washed away. That – was the feeling of womanhood. 
‘You know they say after you have turned 15 and you do not see it then there is a problem. Besides you have everything. I think you are ripe to see it.’ Ijeoma gazed at my breast for a fleeting moment. I looked at it as well. It was quite bigger than hers that looked like udala seeds. 
‘So why is it not coming?’ I questioned, folding my hands across my chest. Ijeoma shrugged.
‘It will come,’ I uttered suddenly, recalling what Father Nzube had said the previous week during Sunday service. It was our faith that would lead us through. My faith would surely make my Nso come. ‘It will come. Every girl must become a woman.’
Ijeoma nodded in agreement. Then her eyes lit up when they darted to the left. ‘We are at my house and we did not even know. Kai.’
I looked to where her gaze was and my eyes came in contact with the unpainted bungalow house, surrounded by huts on both sides. The clay sand in the compound looked redder than normal and it was silent. That was odd. Ijeoma had eight siblings and most times when we were returning from school, they were often running around the compound, playing suwe or eating in a large tray.
‘Where are all these children?’ Ijeoma asked. She hissed and then said to me. ‘Let me go in and see what is happening oh?’
I nodded and waved at her as made her way towards the house. I continued my way home. As I walked home, I thought about my mother. She was heavily pregnant and it was certain that the child would come anytime soon. I hoped that Ezinne was at home to help her around. However, that was the least of my worries. I was bothered about my Nso. I hoped that the Virgin Mary would speak to Jesus, so that he could make me see my Nso soon enough. That was the only way.
I began the walk home, feeling a bit lighter. My legs, brown from the dust, still moved with my feet brushing eagerly against the clay ground, so that red dust sprung to the air and swirled around me. It was always beautiful to see, and even more beautiful when rain fell. The smell of the mixture of rain on the sand often left me shuddering from satisfaction. I was ravenous and could not wait to get home. I would have to pound the akpu and heat up the soup. I might also have to break the aki. 
As I walked further, walking past the huts and bungalow houses, but not walking past people. It seemed odd, that the street was empty. No woman carried a basket to walk past, no girl carried a bucket of water, and no boy carried a cutlass. There was no movement at all. Something was off. I stopped dragging my feet as I walked, raising it one by one so that it led me home faster. The closer I got to home, I began to see the crowd that formed in our compound. Those women with baskets and those boys with cutlass, they were gathered there. 
The huts in the compound looked smaller. I wondered if it was because of the amount of people present. The tall tree at the center of the compound barely swung its branches. When I walked people stared at me with pity, their eyes shining with unshed tears, their heads shaking, their lips murmuring words I could not hear. The peculiarity of it all must have been the reason why I began to feel sweaty. My heart began to thud and my eyes darted around, asking the questions my lips could not. I made my way through the crowd, until I got the front. My father stood in front of his hut, his hand crossed across his bare chest, his trousers lose by the waist and his head shaking slowly. 
I knew then that something terrible had happened. A hand clasped my wrist. Startled, I flinched but turned to see who had taken me by the hand. Ezinne was crying and talking at the same time. Her Igbo was unclear. 
‘Calm down, what is it?’ I asked, my dialect similar to my mother’s. 
‘Nne,’ she began, her voice clearer. ‘Nne and Nwa are dead.’
The words did not sit well with me at first, but when they settled, it washed over me like cold water from the lake. The pounding of my heart became slower. Everything became blurry as tears rushed to my eyes. My mother and the unborn baby had died.
Ezinne began to explain, her lips moved but I heard nothing. My ears were ringing and nothing felt right. My stomach began to ache then. My lower abdomen tightening as I stood there. Nnem. My mother had passed.
‘Zelu.’ Ezinne was calling but I was lost to her. Nne was gone.
Ezinne gripped my arm and held me, even as her cries became louder. She rested her head on my stomach and cried, her wails resonating in my ears. My lower abdomen continued to ache me. 

‘I want to see her.’ I murmured,  mildly pushing Ezinne away. Pushing past people, I made my way towards the hut — the screams were louder there, women who had never been friends of Nne gathered at the entrance. The theatrics was astounding — some wailed, some consoled, some shook their heads and slapped their breasts as though questioning their own bodies. I made my way past them and entered the hut, where women of the Umunna gathered, staring at the lifeless body laying on the floor. Her legs were parted and the head of a stillborn baby stuck out from within her. 
Nnenna had been right, Nne was not woman enough.
Then I began to feel something coming from inside me. It felt thick and sticky between my legs. I felt it trickling down my inner thighs. I tightened my leg, wondering if it was my mother’s blood. Maybe Jesus had used her blood to make me a woman. 
As I stared at Nne, I knew then and there that I did not want to go through the same things that Nne did. But on an afternoon in 2001, Arinze would come to ask for my hand in marriage, I would be unable to protest. I would marry him, and I would almost be thrust into the same life as my mother, birthing and birthing, but I would fight. There would be no Nnenna to question me, but there would be Sister Agnes, Arinze’s elder sister. She would want be the weapon fashioned against me, but prosperity would be far-fetched for her. 



