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him then because he was too poor to pay her bride-price. But
a few years later she ran away from her husband and came to
live with Okonkwo. All this happened many years ago. Now
Fkwefi was a woman of forty-five who had suffered a great
deal in her time. But her love of wrestling contests was still as
strong as it was thirty years ago.

It was not yet noon on the second day of the New Yam
Festival. Ekwefi and her only daughter, Ezinma, sat near the
fireplace waiting for the water in the pot to boil. The fowl
Ekwefi had just killed was in the wooden mortar. The water
began to boil, and in one deft movement she lifted the pot
from the fire and poured the boiling water over the fowl. She
put back the empty pot on the circular pad in the corner, and
looked at her palms, which were black with soot. Ezinma was
always surprised that her mother could lift a pot from the fire
with her bare hands.

“Ekwefi,” she said, "is it true that when people are grown
up, fire does not burn them?" Ezinma, unlike most children,
called her mother by her name.

"Yes," replied Ekwefi, too busy to argue. Her daughter
was only ten years old but she was wiser than her years.

“But Nwoye's mother dropped her pot of hot soup the
other day and it broke on the floor.”

Ekwefi turned the hen over in the mortar and began to
pluck the feathers.

“Ekwefi,” said Ezinma, who had joined in plucking the
feathers, "my eyelid is twitching.”

“It means you are going to cry,” said her mother.

“No," Ezinma said, "it is this eyelid, the top one."
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“That means you will see something.”

“What will [ see?" she asked.

"“How can | know?" Ekwefi wanted her to work it out
herself. .

“Oho," said Ezinma at last. "I know what it is—the wres-
tling match.”

At last the hen was plucked clean. Ekwefi tried to pull
out the horny beak but it was too hard. She turned round on
her low stool and put the beak in the fire for a few moments.
She pulled again and it came off.

“Ekwefi!" a voice called from one of the other huts. It was
Nwoye's mother, Okonkwo's first wife.

“Is that me?” Ekwefi called back. That was the way peo-
ple answered calls from outside. They never answered yes for
fear it might be an evil spirit calling.

“Will you give Ezinma some fire to bring to me?" Her
own children and lkemefuna had gone to the stream. ’

Ekwefi put a few live coals into a piece of broken pot and
Ezinma carried it across the clean swept compound to
Nwoye's mother.

“Thank you, Nma," she said. She was peeling new yams,
and in a basket beside her were green vegetables and beans.

“Let me make the fire for you,” Ezinma offered.

“Thank you, Ezigbo,” she said. She often called her
Ezigbo, which means “the good one.”

Ezinma went outside and brought some sticks from a
huge bundle of firewood. She broke them into little pieces
across the sole of her foot and began to build a fire, blowing it
with her breath. *




