Synopsis 

Ama is under pressure. “Stupid, barren witch!” her mother-in-law yells at her. Society treats barren women this way. She knows she could be the mother of a child, but impatience complicates the issue and her husband dies. Now she is both bitter and relieved. 

Painful Exchange 

by Nkiruka Anyanwu 

FX Bird song, the sound of someone walking on a forest path

“Ama, where are you? Remember, Mama said for us to stay together. A..ma!”

Ego’s voice echoed out to me, urging me to come out from the bush. I was searching for what only God knows. All of a sudden I turned and saw something. 

“Ego, come and see what I have found, a fruit.” She walked up to me. The cylindrical, deep green fruit shone in her hand. “It’s so beautiful; we will have to show it to mama. Come, let’s go or mama would be so worried about us.” 

That was a dream I had a very long time ago. But I still remember it like it happened only yesterday. I had told it to mama who said, with her insight into dreams, that I was going to have a child. 

FX Music

“Useless, shameless woman, I think I have been patient enough, stupid barren witch. You want me to die without having seen my grandchildren. I have told my son to marry another wife. I don’t know the type of charm you have used to hold him. But wait and see, I will break it!”  

That explains what have been passing through for all the years that I have been married to Uzor. My mother-in-law, Orjuigo never makes me feel welcome. Her looks alone make me feel rejected. I sometimes regret why mama left me to suffer all this alone. Mama was my best friend, but now she is dead. Orjuigo never allows me to rest. She keeps repeating the insults. Her words cut into my heart like knives. Uzor, though, comforts me daily. 

“I am tired of all this, why can’t I just have a child? Why are the gods so heartless?” I said one day after it was like the whole town had turned into gossip centre and I, the subject. Everywhere I turned, people whispered and pointed in my direction. 

“Sh…sh, quiet, woman, and stop accusing the gods; they will bless you with a child at the right time,” he said to me on a particular day. I felt never deserved a man like Uzor; caring, loving and hardworking. When I considered my childlessness, I felt unworthy of him. Oh! Uzor, why did you marry me? No I must give him a child; he does not deserve to be punished. 

FX Silence

The day before I planned to go to Alapu to beg Nwa the god of fertility to bless me with a child, Uzor came back from the farm earlier than before. I was sleeping when he came back. To my greatest surprise, someone had cooked that afternoon. And then, he came into the hut quietly. 

He held me and I stood up. I asked if he had been in the house for long and apologized for having slept so much.

“You deserve it,” he said and continued, “Have you eaten? You look pale, is anything the matter?”

“No, I am alright, what food are you talking about. Did mama cook before she left? I dare not touch he pot.”

“ I cooked,” he said. 

I just sat there not knowing what to say, I knew he could cook as he had told me how he used to help his mother cook as an only child. Here was another problem for me, what if one of the village gossip saw him cook for me, would they not say I not only charmed him into not to marry another woman, I made him cook for me? Won’t they say I have turned him into my servant? Second wife... I know mother-in-law has thought about it. Hm! I don’t know if she has already made preparations. 

I really needed a child. I contemplated. I would definitely go to Alapu, but alone and I would not tell anyone, not even Ego. She already had four boys. Whenever I saw them, I felt cursed by Nwa. 

That night I told Uzor that I wanted to go to my maternal village to visit one of my aunts. My mother-in-law looked at me suspiciously when I left in the morning. She looked at me as if she had something in mind. I feared she was going to bring in another wife. Oh! What if I found another woman in the house on my return? Uzor cannot do this to me. I must go to Alapu, I resolved, and beg to have a child… any type of child; maimed, dumb or blind let the village know that I was not a dry tree. 

A voice said, “Nwam la ahi azu,” meaning, ”My daughter, go back home.” 

I shuffled forward causing a stir the bushes as I passed the forest. I felt trailed. It took me a day to find Alapu and with the help of others, I found the dibia huddled in his shrine close to the River Mmeme. The dibia reminded me of the dream I had as a child and advised me to be patient. 

No! Patience? Not again. When my house is on fire? Whatever the cost, I wanted a child now, I told him. If it would just appear now, I would take it along. “Remember, my daughter, a patient dog will eat the fattest bone, patience is what you need.” I wasn’t going to listen, so he told me to go to the river. River Mmeme wavered and emitted steam. Steam that signified ascending sacrifices.
The priestess Ezi Nwayi was a tall, fair woman, looked like she lived in the water and had a veil on her face. Her unusually dark cave had cowries, shells, hides and fetishes hung everywhere. She told me she knew my mission and that I was being impatient. I told her that my husband needed a child, my mother-in-law need a child and that the whole village though me to be barren. 

Hot tears dropped on my breasts. I asked what I could do to have a grand child. I was to sacrifice a spotless white female goat and something very precious to me. She never stated what this was to be. At the door she said, “Remember, it takes a life to make a life.” Uttered a guttural laugh and disappeared. 

This was a statement I could not understand at that moment. I ran to the village Eke market for the goat, which I took to Ezinwaye. The goat did a show of resistance as I dragged. It screamed its guts out, but it moved. She understood my need for a child and pitied me. She made some incantations over the goat and threw it into the river. It flung itself desperately, bleated profusely and with breathless kicking of hoofs went under water. For the first time I saw her face, which was covered with long hair, he pointed nose and a gap teeth. I felt she was more attractive than I was in spite of the fact that I was considered the village beauty. According to legend, she was born in the river and dedicated to the river. 

After the ritual, I went back home a fulfilled woman. I felt I was already pregnant for this goddess hardly failed. I had a meal waiting for Uzor before he arrived from the farm. When he arrived, he saw I was joyous and complimented me. 

Three months later, I was a rounded body.  I was so happy and yet did not tell my husband. It was Orjiugo that noticed it one day when she saw me vomiting. She had seen a similar thing the previous and understood the way women understand themselves. She came closer out of curiosity.

“You must be pregnant, Ama, why did you not tell me?”  

She embraced me and took me to her hut. This was only the second time in seven years that I would enter her house. She gave me a sour, bitter tasting concoction and some food to take. I slept afterwards. She must have told Uzor about it, for when I woke up he was there by my side beaming with satisfaction. Her treatment of me made feel I had a mother, but this feeling did not last, was only the spur of the moment.

One night in the ninth month of my pregnancy, Uzor announced that he was going hunting for game. The same night, I was caught in the pangs of childbirth. 

FX A woman pants in childbirth

“Mama, ohh!” 

I called in pain as Orjuigo ran out to call other elderly women more skilled at maternal duties than herself. I remembered the dream now, vaguely as I pushed. Then she came out, like fluid. 

“A girl!” called one of the women. 

FX A baby cries.

You are now a woman, some one was saying, as I caught the frenzy of having become a mother.

FX The women ululate.

I had joined the league. I felt my mission on earth has been accomplished and was ready to die. On the other hand, Orjiugo was saying how lucky he was to have a grand child. In the morning, a crowd gathered in the compound, but it was not to celebrate. What was there to celebrate? 

My husband had not come back from his hunting. 

FX Wails, shouts are heard. People scream “Ewoo.. a nwuna mo, ewoo…!”
The lifeless body, a pale face. The rest of him hung limply on two shoulders. That was when I fainted. 


FX Silence

So Uzor was the sacrificial lamb after all. 

“We found his body in the forest and Eke, as we call the python close by,” the carriers said. 

A python was the sacred messenger of the gods, the messenger of death itself. 

FX Ezi’s voice: “It takes a life to make a life”. 

I remembered Ezi Nwayi’s words. But if only the gods could take this child away now and give me back my Uzor. 

It was too late. 

“My love, I wish the gods allowed you to see our daughter even if for only one second.”

This is the guilt I have had to live with; this is the guilt that is killing me. The only joy is this growing daughter who though a pearl, compares poorly to my Uzor. 

1

