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From the Editorj

In this issue, we feature the work of several yagag poets and
fiction writers, who are appearing in print for fhe first time.
This, we are sure, will delight all our readers. This is something
to celebrate. We hope that they will grow from strength to
strength, which is the goal of Okike founders.

Since No. 31, we have been receiving more contributions
than ever before which shows that the impact that we hoped for
is being felt. However, we do not receive short‘_stories, short
plays and reviews as much as we would like.

We are happy to announce that Okike will be twenty-f" ve
years in 1996 - another cause for celebration. The October 1996
edition will mark our Silver Jubilee. We. invite special
contributions for this issue. Contributors should remember, in
this case, as in all cases, to send b:ographmq!;notes, together
with two COplCS of their manuscnpts Remeynbef; manuscripts
should be in duplicate, typewritten, double~spacpd with ample
margins.

Have a pleasant year.

Onuora Ossie Enekwe
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Tomorrow In Our Eyes

CHINYELU NZEWI

Tomorrow In Our Eyes

If you see me
Lying on the tarmac
Bloodied
Dyed in red
Fragmented ankles
A debris of tissues
Dismembered heart

If you see our yesterday
Reported in history
Twisted through tales
Broken into shreds
Plastered on faces
Draped in black

Will you stop and say
Hello?
Will you report
I was there?
Will you make firewood
Of the fallen branches
And sit on the trunk
Of the fallen tree?
What will you do

I beg you,

Be my friend tomorrow.
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USMAN M. TUMSAH

End Of Dreams

Pictures run through my mind
substituting acardian dreams with reality
dreams and reality, juxtaposed

in this abysmal depth of mental passion

Dreams

Creator of honey scented reality

flowing through my arid fountains of desire
forming rich pictures of reality on my heart
to make dreams of diminished value

and life goes around in reduced circles
waiting for time to come around

Reality

The end of dreamy existence
dawn of monumental significance
as dreams are banished

to the realm of nightly visitations

Dreams or Reality

Who needs the domination of dreams

when reality has proved attractive

needing only a little tightening here and there
a little moonbeam polishing

and the stars must bow in shame

as pictures of reality shine in my dreams.



End Of Dreams

LLamentation

I sit here wistful at dawn

wishing, praying, the morning would not come,
hoping the night would remain

thick and dark

submerging my loneliness

bringing relief from inhuman gaze.

I pray, this early at dawn

and hope the gods will understand
and make the moming

tarry a while

for the day has nothing to offer

as melancholic visitations

bring fear to a depraved soul

and make the mind wish for death.

I pray to the gods, this early at dawn
and beg them, blot out the sun

and plunge earth into darkness

for I have no use of light

and I fear the sun's rays

which touch deeply my soul
opening it to sneers of fools.

Song Of The Lonely

In the middle of the night
when passion fills-up

I will go walking in my sleep
through the valley of dreams
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hand in hand I shall stroll
with the shadow of my love.

In the height of noon when my soul feels cold
I will go swimming in a trance

in the rivers of hope.

Heart to heart I paddle

with the ghost of my love.

When the sun goes to sleep
and my heart lies alone

I sing my mournful tune
upon my harp of melancholy;
loud and clear I sing

besides the grave of my love.

At the first light of dawn
when pain denies me sleep

I let the tears soak my pillow
remembering promises untrue
while I cry myself to sleep
with memories of my love.




I Am

CHIKA NINA UNIGWE

I Am
I am fire
red glow in the dark

I am water
to kill your thirst

[ am hope
to resurrect dreams

I am woman
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A Woman's World

Mkpurumma's cheeks were two round balls as she blew into the
dying wood fire upon which her tripod pot stood. "I wonder
why this fire won't stay”, she muttered, scattering the ashes of a
dead fire across her well-swept compound. She watched a trail
of smoke become a spiral wisp and then disappear into the
clouds. A large tear ran down her thin, oval face as she began to
remember her old dreams now vanished into air.

Mkpurumma was a beauty in her youth. Her eyebrows were
dark and full, her eyeballs were a pool of glittering water and her
lips were full and dark. All the young men clamoured for her
attention, but her heart had beaten only for Obeleagu, dark and
muscular - a successful farmer. Their marriage was blissfull at
the beginning, and everyone said they behaved like siblings.
None would eat without the other and they went everywhere
together. Obeleagu remained oblivious of taunts that he was
under his wife's spell, even as they entered their fourth year of
marriage and Mkpurumma was still not pregnant. He always
said that the gods would bless them with a son at their own time;
after all, there was no reason why she would not conceive. She
had come to him a virgin; her mother was very fruitful, giving
birth to six sons and four daughters and he was his father's son.

At the start of the dry season, Mpurumma began to miss her
period. Her stomach swelled and she stopped going out at night,
so that no evil person would steal the baby from her womb. One
day, at the beginning of the harvesting season, Obeleagu was
fetched from his farm to see his baby which had been born
almost as soon as he had left. He sailed home on the clouds. At
the door of his wife's earth-coloured mud hut, he heard his bab
cry. It was a strong cry. Obeleagu's head swelled with pride.
Surely, his son would be a champion wrestler and a goo
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farmer. Bending under the low eaves. he entered and saw his
beloved lying beside his baby. She gave him a weak smile as
Ada, the stocky village mid-wife handed him the crying baby.
He stretched out his happy hands, accepted the bundle, gave a
wide grin as he looked down at it. He stared at the genitals and
his grin became a frown. Immediately, as if he had been stung
by a scorpion, he handed the baby back to Ada, picked up the
hoe, dirty with mud that he had dropped in his haste to carry his
baby and thundered, "So for this I waited four years"and walked
out as Mkpurumma broke into a loud wail. She had to leave his
house soon after.

Tears were flowing down her hollowed cheeks as she
remembered. With the tail of the cloth tied round her waist, she
dabbed at her eyes and wiped her runny nose. She stooped again
and blew at the fire, scattering dead ashes which her little
daughter, Ijenwanyi, naked and dirty, came chasing into the
compound.

/

4
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VERONICA MITCHELL

Spirals

(for Obiora Udechukwu
on the anniversary of his birth)

Part 1

like up-turned leaves
of cocoa yams.

after the rain
mango-sweet cheeks
trap swollen droplets
of a chilling soul.

(@)

sullen woman lays on raffia mat
sun-drenched filth sweats

onto her side-turned cheek
soldier ants nibble her flesh
mosquitoes parade her blood
shut up woman

lift your leg

groaning husband grinds deep.




Spirals

(i)

I took form

in her shallow womb

sucked erect nipples

seeping dust

of greed and empty gestures

survived to rattle walls

of my cardboard cradle

survived to sling the hoe

in highways of cassava mounds

stung by Yellowstar's tendrils

soil oozing between tiny feet

[ watched drivers chauffeur age-mates
dust tracks' grit never leaves my tongue.

(iii)

toothless elders

break kola

with hoe-weary fathers

each watching

fearing

tomorrow-filled sons
world-weary wisemen

see tomorrow-less children
mocking the ogene's call
preferring to farm Darkness
baring teeth

welding fists, guns and machete
to harvest pain and currency.
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Part 2

like the crystalling breath
of the Reaper

iced eyes await the damned
to spit the fire of fear
which torches emotion

and burns desire.

()

God's path their transport reads
insulator from lepers

malignant as the carbuncle's eye
hungry lizards vie for sunning ants
geckos foretell of moral blight
insulation stripped

in martial silence

Time collapses and power shifts.

(ii)

shut up woman

I'll beat you again

no killing tonight

big mouth woman

see their face in dirt men like me
with grit on their tongue

mad woman

think me ignorant

how much are you worth

shut up woman
lift your leg
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it's sweet to you.

(iii)

things fall apart

kate's wing drops

on wild grass

inside compound walls
shivering mother
dreams of blood spilled
tight-lipped elders
swallow condolences
shamed father buries
blighted harvest

in silence

the ogene sounds

a child is born ...

May 22, 1992
Nsukka, Nigeria
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Hello, When Was The Last Time I Saw You?

This Western linear concept
of time is fine for children
They know

a day is a day,

Forever's 'til Dream-Time.

But Ole gals like me?

don't know, don't understand
see moments fold into moments
No past

No future.

The Snake That Lost Its Bell

I came home licking my wounds
crying to stars

my children cannot see

children cannot see

children cannot see

children covering each other
crouching on sidewalks

bullets mangling lives
snuffing futures.

I came home licking my wounds
praying to ancestors

my children cannot hear
children covering each other
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in fantasy dens

mothers grieve children
rotting within.

I came home licking my wounds
dancing to thunderbolts

my children cannot catch
children covering each other

on the Euphrates shore

bombs scrape Ishtar's womb
of history

I came home licking my wounds
mourning mothers

my children cannot touch
children covering each other

in stairwells making selves

recreating worlds
outside of pain.

God gave Brer Snake a bell to
identify his whereabouts because
the animals had complained that
Brer Snake had been goin' 'round
poisoning everyone he could get his
teeth into' in the name of

protecting his generations.
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I came home licking my wounds
gasping for air

my children suck through pipes
children covering each other
scratching backs of ghosts

minds etched in poison
from Brer Snake.
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OGAGA IFOWODO

The Last Night

Spiked by a three-day growth of beard

the mirror presented a stranger

as he contemplated the damned route of power.

One more day grew on his jaw

leaving, unshaved, the ache in each root of hair.

To free the body for the hard task of regret

the can of shaving powder slipped to the floor freeing the night
from barricades of recent memory:

Ah, the choice tainted the road
tainting each step on a thomy route!
The voice of God, so clear
even above the massive roar of night seas had dissolved
into the temper of the streets,
I hear now only the last prophet's voice.
He that dwelt last on his rock
and at time of departure
rolled it against the door
that none may ascend till his second coming.
But an angel rolled it away
and I sat thereupon.
The night rehearsing to sit straight
on a blind stool had commenced.
Without a knock, the door opened
and the commander of the army
(who I was warned would steal my sleep)
walked in with gun-bearers, and announced:
"This moment marks your departure
There's time for a shave, and at midnight
you ‘ll be driven out of my town incognito.”
Four guns drove my hand from the phone,
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the guards had left their posts.

Through the windows of the Council Hall
faintly, through the fog of heavy breathing
I saw my television time at newsbreak:
the changing chairs as I replaced a soldier's ghost,
the airport crowd where I smiled alone...
And at the summit of governments
where I poked my nose in condoned offence
there I was in the shadow of a withering tree,
barely visible in the backroom raised a fist to mark my
space.
But news from home had fouled a moment of history,
there was hardly time for the pose
but for the nation and family album
I fought with a fist for the camera's eye.

. And there I was in broadcast to the nation

tender at heart, I had the balm to hand -

a promise of eight months of kindness

saying lastly: " I take power only as sacrifice!"
In the thinning air guarded by guns in the clouding fog

of heavy breathing

I doubted the screen and cursed the impostor:

Lord! was that me in the hour of power?

The commander opened the back door

I asked a favour: your excellencies

may I beg to tum off the TV

to retrieve and burn the master-tapes?

It was a night journey, full of its woes
but compassionate beyond my imagining
for they said to save me
from the waiting stones of housewives.
My head on a can of petrol
I close my eyes to the damned route of power.
He must have seen terror in a sudden fever
as he announced the route to my country home
ensconced beneath the rocks of my ancient
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but now hostile hometown
for I arrived the guest of the company
where I was to declare of dividends
earned in ways the memos never told.
The silence of the house was blunt
like a loom of cobwebs.
A Servant was ready with rudeness
[ called him by first name, seeking
to affect the awe and respect of yester-days
vexed, he showed a bandaged arm,
victim of riot bullets.
"I sought to better your lot in the long run", I said
"Better as e be for short run", he said.

Spiked by a four-day growth of beard

the pillow was harsh to a head in need of rest.
He turned on the bedside lamp

to light his eyes to familiar things

and pulled out a pack of sleeping pills.

On his way to a glass of water

he saw the business-lunch photograph

of him and his kinsman

whose greatest joy

he crushed beneath the rock.

Crashing onto the massive oak bed, dusty
now with eighty-two days of unkempt memory
he wept and slept, dreaming fitfully

of his television advert

and a rock rolling down his road.

11 December 1993



18 Abudu Afegbua

ABUDU AFEGBUA

Preludes

The beginning sprung upon wheels and...
The end fell upon wheels and sprang before
Again and again.

The first pulse of my dawn
Lean refuge on the grey before
Upon white-washed continents
Under your bridled sky

You break the pulse of ascent
Nightings of our sun

In your unbroken duel.

We throw sickles at brown fields
We sleep forever in the grey of sun
We pluck the moment's yield
When a seed is pregnant above.

Refrains

Upon brown fields and grey suns
Myriad roses and springs
Harmonies of broken fine-cord
Where this vision lay defaced.

After, a light, a candle
When a shadow weeps. Solitude
on melting snow-peaks.

No music after the dissolute
When a torturer prevails
Safer in the knell

And it...

... will hide me
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Where light and a shadow

Had one eye

At withering heights

The shadow cries

On whitened streams

Seeking

for a heart. Nighting

To spread the glistening evanescence
of a heart within.

Pause

Memories these hands have spurned
A honeyed dance of exploding minds
Bear truth to probe on grid palms

A lament is wild

A pulse seeks the heart's secret'

And I will eat with the birds

The honey grains of the tongue

I will dance the laughter of crocodiles
Within the sharp-edge confines of bliss

I have broken the kolanuts
I have broken the kemnel shells
I have wrapped myself in threaded cowries

Nights on broken wheels.
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Cross Over, Little Brother

Like a breast heavy with milk

my veins are laden with helplesness,
my eyes with pity

when I look at the pain in your eyes,
at your shrivelling body

or listen to the groans from your soul.

But there is nothing I can do for you,
little brother,
nothing that I know of.

When the fruit is ripe,

and the sun is set,

nothing but a thud.

and silence.

Then peace.

When the game is over,

the hunter home,

in the heart of the game,

silence.

In the hunter's heart

glee.

Silence.

Peace.

When the sun sets.

life ebbs,

and at the passageway

one soul stands stranded, confused.
Cross over, little brother, cross over.

Emeka A ghu Vi
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Jothing can be done.

lothing.

‘ross over, little brother, cross over.
‘here is nothing here but emptiness
saste, illusion.

‘ross over, little brother,
ross over in the silence
nd have peace.

eptember, 1990
nugu
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C.KRYDZ IKWUEMESI

At The New Dawn

Bring down your flutes
And rouse them to laughter

Our tyrant's palms have touched the earth.

Oracles are falling.
Sand castles are sinking.
Old shadows are melting.

~Seek not for holes
To hide your heads.
Rouse you flutes
To sonorous laughter.

Bare your poverty-painted teeth
And jeer at the feeble ghosts
Of yesterday's snow giants
Melting now in the glow

Of the youthful morning.

May. 1995

Artist's Statement

Against the veil

Of a setting sun

A furious whirlwind

Journeys across the panting land
In one sweep
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Mad and turbulent.

In the lonesome square,

The man of giant testicles

And the woman of colossal breasts
Dance hand in hand without shame.
From the fringe,

Lonely and worried,

The visioner watches

With silent disdain.

More and more he wishes

To take a step,

A step to the frenzied centre

And there to become

The conscience of the feckless crowd
Attending the marriage

Of heaven and hel..

Alas!

Who would listen to him?

Port Harcourt,
August, 1993,
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OSITA OBI

The Lamb

the lamb

the meek, the mild
the one comelier than a rabbit
delicate like a dayold shoot

the lamb

beady black eyes so ignorant, so harmless
a bleat like a cherub's note on a hanmonica

the lamb

elegant limbs like a grown gazelle's
neat-set on hooves like high-heeled shoes

the lamb

ever leaping ever bounding

kneeling and suckling

projecting delight in a little lively tail
the lamb

wavy fur glossed and scented
the image the saviour chose

the lamb

1995
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Rainbows Die

Before I began to toddle

You were an infant rainbow

Arched over my head like a bow.

You swarmed with intense colours
More alluring than a valley of flowers.
You did not wait for me

To reach out for you

Before you broke into wisps

Like a fog drifting to sea

And melted into the clumsy clouds.
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CHI OCHU AKPORJI

A Swig of Coke

The steel grey Brazilian-made Mercedes-Benz luxury b
wended its way towards Bridge-head, Onitsha, the three quat
mark on a full journey to the East. The sun was now overhe
shining brightly against a clear pale blue sky randomly dot
with pure white cotton wool clouds. The scorching yellow E
intermittently picked up and fired the individual gold letterin,
IJEOMA TRANSPORT SERVICE boldly emblazoned on'
sides of the bus, breaking them up into disparate length
brilliance. Then, just as suddenly, they would be dimn
altogether by the uneven shadows of the tall deciduous trees!
elephant grass flanking the sides of the just retarred ¢
carriageway.

Tagbo looked out at the scenery from his window seat, |
engaged in a running battle with the interplay of light and ¢
Admitting defeat after a while, he closed his tired eyes, lei
his forehead against the window pane, allowing the strang
comforting mixture of warmth and cool to seep througl
worry lines to the full frontal headache raging within. He ¢
his eyes and fell into a deep sleep. Total peace reigned &
blackness of his mind's eye for a moment or two. Then, al
imperceptibly, the tortoise-shell spectacled visage of the
Managing Director loomed large.

"I am afraid we cannot offer you the Contract fo
construction of our new branch at Idumota," boomed the
M.D, voice echoing throughout the blackness. :

"But you've just told me my tender figure is the lowest
those received," his own voice desperate, pitched in froi
blackness. '

"It is not just a question of competitiveness, the I
tender or the lowest Quotation. I ..."

"But you saw my portfolio. You've seen what I can d
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"But these are small jobs compared to what's on offer here.
t me remind you that this is a 15 million naira job, and ..."
"Well, a man has to start from somewhere, then graduate to
he bigger jobs. I can assure you ..."

"“There is no need for all that Tagbo. The Contract has
Iready been awarded to another firm..."

"“Who bid higher than I did?"

"Yes. But, they were, shall we say, more aggressive in their
obbying," the Managing Director, added, smiling knowingly.
"More aggressive... Oh, O.K., you mean..."

"You understand."

"Yes, I do understand very well". After a pause he
ontinued. "But I was willing to stake ten percent of the contract
um for you and your directors."

"How much is ten percent of the Contract sum?" the M.D.
aid derisively. "That will not help us in any way. These others
uilt in much more into the Contract sum. And they've paid us
p front. Up front. Up front. UP FRONT."

Tagbo suddenly jerked up from his troubled recall, the worry
s more pronounced than ever on his forehead. He turned to
look at his mother by his side.

'She is still sleeping, thank God,' he comforted himself. He
recalled how she had scrimped and saved to make sure he had a
decent education. She had been the most senior of three wives
whose favour in her husband's eyes dropped further with the
arrival of each subsequent wife into the matrimonial home. Her
situation was exacerbated by the fact that she had only two
issues for their father, Elder Nwokocha, the consequence of a
long and difficult labour for the birth of her twins Tagbo and
Ikem. Relegated to a mud hut at the furthest corner of her
husband's compound, she had devoted her whole life to her two
sons, selling all manner of foodstuffs, from dried fish to fresh
snails, to supplement the money for tuition their constantly
distracted father threw at them. Even the school fees stopped
coming once the third wife arrived. This coincided with his
completlon of the West African School Certificate examination,
his brilliant performance notwithstanding.
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Tagbo remembered her distraction during those crucial
months of his transition to manhood, as she wondered how on
earth she was to meet the quantum leap which his educational
fees had taken. Her rivals, freed from the rigours of sourcin'
fees, grew more robust and prosperous than she was. Ikem did
not help matters either. Older than Tagbo by twenty minutes
Ikem went to seed before her very eyes, flunking exams and
repeating classes till he was forced to drop out altogether in class’
four. Her fervent prayers had not gone unanswered, however.
Help had come in the form of a Commonwealth Scholarship for
Tagbo which was, applied for and promptly forgotten about
when he took a temporary appointment as a primary schoo
teacher. _.

. "While I was away in the US, studying to be a structural
engineer, she was here, living under the most hellish conditions
imaginable, toiling away at a small patch of land to keep Ikem
and herself together."

Her responsibilities grew to include the coterie of pampereg
widows and seventeen children following the death of Elde
Nwokocha. Eschewing bitterness, she had dutifully observed al
traditional funeral obsequies, winning the respect of the entis
village in the process. He had returned home to meet her a leade
of the women in the community, assertive in her decisions an
demands, surer of her ways. _

"Unfortunately, Uche is equally assertive and decisive
Tagbo continued his reverie.

"Your mother's stay here is becoming unbearable to me," |
recalled the confrontation four afternoons ago in their bedroonm

“You just don't want to understand her." i

"There you go, taking her side again," Uche had retorte
voice rising. i

"I am not taking any body's side. She is an old woman. §
has had a rough life. For somebody who's been used to scra D
every morsel of food off her plate, she just can't stand to
food being wasted."

"Oh, so my children now waste food."
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'Yes. well. They never finish their portions. They pick at 1t
until they can no longer eat it. The maids don't want to touch the
kids' lett-overs. The food becomes fodder for the garbage bin.
You don't seem to want to do anything about it. Things are
tough and are getting tougher. I work very hard to make that
money for feeding the family. And when I try to force them to
finish their food, you accuse me of being too harsh on them. All
they want is more toast bread, butter, cocoa, corn flakes or rice
crispies, baked beans and sausages, apple juice, orange juice -
imported stuff that are getting too expensive for my pocket.”

"Well I want only the best for my children."
"So do I. So do I. But... You indulge them too much."
"We've gone over all that before. 1..."

"No, if you had got them used to our foods here, to yams,
beans, garri and soup, earlier than now, Mama would not have
complained so much."”

"But they ate yam this morning. With ordinary palm oil mind
you, since she keeps insinuating that we waste tomatoes making
stew so often. In case you've forgotten, these children were not
born here. They have to be gradually inducted into our native
foods. I have already begun the process of getting them used to
these things. As usual nothing I do ever impresses Mama. She
feels I am not good enough for her precious son. As if I don't
have my own parents who think equally preciously of me. As if
you did me the world's greatest favour by marrying me..."

"Don't take it down to that level, Uche, please..."

"I am tired of her insinuations and complaints. We have no
common ground. She should leave me alone to run my home the
way I want to. To bring up my children the way I want to. After
all T also make some of the money being spent on food in this
house. I have told you how I have had to supplement the house
keeping allowance many times over, sometimes doubling it to
buy what I want for my children..."

"They are my children also..."

_ "But you have found it convenient not to acknowledge my
Input. You must be the man of the house in everything, the
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captain of the ship at all times even when it is obviously
sinking..."

"Uche stop, please ... please, for the sake of peace..."

"Stop preaching peace to me. You should be preaching to
your mother, not to me. She should leave me in peace to bring

up my children..."
"“They are my children too; and she in their grandmother."
"Just as my mother is their grandmother. Yet she
understands them and where they have come from. She pets
them. Buys them stuff they like. She does not stand over them,
threatening them with a cane if they do not finish their food. A
you had better warn her..."

"Warn her for what? Warn her for..." his voice rising.

"I will not take her lashing any of them again"

"And what will you do if she does? She has every right to,
Snatch the cane from off her hand? Eh? Eh?"

"Just you warn her. I've had enough. I've tried to be
accommodating. She comes here and stays months on end.
have tried to be peaceful, to understand her, to restrain myself a:
you've asked me to..."

"I recognize all that, I ..."

"No, you don't. If you did you would not be supporting he
all the time. She always gets her way with you. She knows |
and exploits it."

"Uche, don't talk so irrationally. I am only trying to be fait
he had mellowed, going to her.

"Fair to whom?' she had shouted, retreating from h
advance. 'Fair to whom? Your idea of faimess? You want me!
be as stingy as she is."

"My mother is not stingy ..."

"Oh yes, you want me to have a life of scrimping ar
scrounging down to the last penny, just like she did. Well,
me tell you. I will not ... repeat ... I will not. You knew when
was coming from before you married me. I had hoped we wol
work together to build an even better future for our children. L
was not so rosy in the States but, at least, there was a future
was not crazy with the idea of coming home finally, but ¥
convinced me of a better life once we got home. Engineers wi
all the rage, you had said, what with the oil boom and the fren
to build, build".
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"Uche. don't lose hope ..."

"No! Instead, what do I get? I find myself working all hours
of overtime to make up the so-called house keeping money you
dole out every month-end. I find myself saddled with a shrew of
a mother-in-law. I find myself saddled with a useless brother-in-
law whose waking life for all the time he has been with us is
eating, watching videos and checking up on everything I do in
this house for onward transmission to dear mother."

"Ikem is not useless ..."

"I cannot even give my children the best of all I had as a
child. All because ..."

"All because of what ..."

"All because I am saddled with you..."

He had stared at her for a long time then. The gulf between
them was widening with each passing day. Words of comfort,
of hope, were becoming more and more meaningless in the
attempt to bridge it, to restore it to the tensile strength and the
lustre of the shiny new bridge which had linked their two souls
over a decade ago. The deafening silence had been broken by
Odera.

"Daddy! Daddy! Open the door," his six-year old daughter
had cried out trying the door anxiously. She, bless the little
angel, had saved the situation, demanding that he compliment
her for her school exercise that day, for which she had scored
full marks, five over five, and her Math teacher had remarked
"Very Good".

His mind had been a veritable whirlpool as he browsed over
Odera's exercise book, careful not to let her sense the tumult
within, something which judging by previous incidents, she had
shown she had an uncanny ability for. Uche had stood apart
from them for a while, watching father and daughter poring over
class work. He had raised his head just in time for him to see her
nod sadly in frustration, to see the first tears roll down her
cheeks before she left the room.

There and then, he had decided to cut short Mama's ten-
month stay. He had asked her to pack her belongings for a trip
home to initiate discussions with ndi umunna on the parcel of
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land for his proposed country home. Excited at the prospect of
her son joining the revered league of country home owners, she
had jumped up, blissfully oblivious of the circumstances of he
departure.

"Uche is just frustrated,’ Tagbo thought sadly. 'Not being
able to afford what she was used to as a successful doctor!
daughter, not being able to keep up with her friends: the opulent
satin laces, beaded sequins and flashy lifestyles her so-calleg
friends flaunt. I don't really blame her. I had hoped to rewarg
her for all those long cold nights in Minneapolis, working
overtime at the Memorial hospital, because it meant extra money
Extra money to make sure there was food on the table at leas
To feed Eloka, whom we had not really planned for. She wa
instrumental to my career in her own way. She, too, sacrificed
lot for my sake. These two women in my life did. Uche
Mama."

"It's hard not to be drawn into this whole maelstrom @
ostentation. There is so much peer pressure. So much. Not onl
among the women. It's ¢ ven worse with the boys. Look §
Simon. Abandoning his doctoral degree to trade in second han
vehicles, rejects from Europe that are all the craze now. All in th
name of ‘'making it'. Those evenings we spent planning ol
professional lives, once we completed our studies are lor
forgotten. He now jostles for parking space with barely litera
traders along Western Avenue, at the mercy of the elements a
of the municipal officials.

Or Johnson, the architect. My professional colleague. O
past collaboration now seems meaningless. His designs we
always 'wow', yet functional. Felt he was not making a
headway. The market had become saturated. Creativity &
originality no longer reckoned with in this country. Press
from Linda, of "Hi y'all. I am Linda Carstairs. Welcome to ge
old Alabama "fame. Ha! Good Old Linda. 'Niger' to the core
Yoruba woman whose parents are white. She must hi
convinced him. To turn from designing eye-catching building
designing flashy clothes for women.
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"Poor woman. 'Niger' to the core but not 'Niger' enough to
know that Lagos is not New York. Or Pans. Or London or
Milan. Fashion design is yet to come into its own in this
country. To say r_wthmg qf male fashion designers. Johnson
now competes with vocational school l:;avers whose idea of
design is basically cut and sew. And designing clothes for the
wife of the Head of State and the cream of society ladies, as he is
often quick to boast, to me is not it, no matter how much they

a

y"]idc_ Now Jide. Who would have thought that he would
turn out to be the wealthiest of us all back in those days in
Minneapolis? He was the quiet type, slight, unassuming.
Government studies had been his only option since his various
attempts and failures to get into Law School. How he cried and
complained to me when Johnson stole that Puerto Rican girl,
Rosina from him. He was really timid and very conscious of his
full lips and face marks. Johnson was not only tall and good
looking, he also had reams of confidence sometimes bordering
on arrogance. Faced with a choice between the two, any girl
would have chosen Johnson."

"Yet look at him now. Jide. Stout. Pot-bellied. Strutting his
stuff in his very expensive white sequined satin lace. Three
garishly bleached wives, all in the same asoebi, trailing behind
him. Donating half a million naira at the last launching of an
"Appeal fund for the construction of a befitting palace for the
Oba of his home town'. The spoils of his various fraudulent
deals. Playing on the greed of spurious foreigners angling for a
slice of the Nigerian cake. For his pains ... mind you, ...ehn O
Togbo, you missed your road. Or did you?... the Oba is to
confer a prestigious chieftaincy title on him as part of ceremonies
marking his fifth year on the throne later this year. Jide is now 2
man of the people, chased by all manner of women, eulogized
by Musicians on the look-out for a naira-rain, and out-spraying
everyone else at those endless night parties for which he has
become famous.

"Jide. The last of the communists. With visions of inciting
revolutionary zeal in his students once he returned to Nigeria as a
leCtur;r. Now his whole waking being is making money and
flaunting it for all who care to see. How that money is made is a
non-issue. "Emeka, also. The various businesses listed in his
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call card, from electronics to luxury light fittings, to wine
merchandising, are fronts for his real trade. The front man for
the leading drug baron in government. The numerous trips
abroad to source materials. Ways and means of disposing his
hard drugs. We all know that. But who cares? As long as one
feeds from the oily crumbs that fall off from his filthy horn of
plenty. Everyone seems to be doing just that. Everyone,
Everyone seems to be losing his head. Or, maybe I am the one
losing mine". _
"Where are we now? What time is it?" asked his mother,
stirring from her sleep, jarring him awake from his thoughts.
"We have just snaked through Onitsha. It's about one thirty
five now. We are making our way to Awka, then Oji River
junction."”
"I must have been sleeping for sometime?" r
"It's good for you, Mama. You need all the rest you «
get."
"Rest is the word. Rest is what I am looking forward fte
Away from that wife of yours."
"Now, Mama, don't you start."
"She does not appreciate anything. Who does she think sh
is anyway? Just because her father was some third-rate docto
does not give her the right to put on airs." !
"Mama, lower your voice. Do you now want to entertain th
passengers? Because you might as well stand up and shout you
objections to Uche for all to hear."
"Anyway, I am happy to be going home. I am lookii
forward to the discussion of that issue with the umunna.
shows you are finally coming to your senses. I heard th
argument you had with her some nights ago. I expected you
thrash her as any man would an insolent wife." -
"Mama please..."
"Yes, you are too soft with her. The way she talks to you,
my days no woman would talk to her husband like that, ever
he was a mean selfish bully like your father was."
"Stop it, Mama. Things have changed, you know. These
not the days of your own marriage. I keep telling you that."
"I wouldn't have decided to go home if I didn't want to
would have stayed put in your house till we'd seen who had
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greater control, me or her. But your request is timely. I hope it is
not just an excuse Lo get me out?”

"No, Mama."

"Good. We will meet your uncle Emma first at Enugu. He
will advise us on the preliminary steps to take. You know how
scarce land is in our clan. And the petty rivalries and jealousies
that abound. My co-wives and their children will not be too
thrilled to hear of your intentions to build your own house on the
only good tract of land available. They are already up in arms
over Ikem's claims...”

"Your claims, you mean, Mama...your claims..."

"Ikem's claims to the rightful ownership to your father's
small house."

"It is solely your campaign, Mama. Ikem couldn't give a
damn ever which way. I hear you're threatening to eject them
from the family house. People will say you are trying to punish
them for what they did to you when Papa was alive. Don't waste
your time and energy negatively."

"Anyway, they're now reaping the fruits of their labour.
Who would have thought that I would be lording it over them?
They who reduced me to nothing before my husband."

"Mama, stop rehearsing the past."

"And now, my son the engineer is to build a mansion
befitting his status, " she added, beaming at him proudly."

"Not a mansion, Mama. Just a three-bedroom house. Three
bedrooms. No more."

"And one of those bedrooms is for me."

"Eh, ehn, Mama, there will always be a place for you."

"I want that room opposite your wife's, if we follow that
design you showed us."

"Mama," Tagbo sighed, exasperated."

"How soon can you start?"

"As soon as I can get the funds, Mama."

"We will start clearing the land as soon as the umunna assent
to our plans. They really have no choice but to. I will call a
meeting tomorrow morning. I should be able to get some kola
nuts and alligator pepper ready in time for the meeting."

"What makes you think they will listen to you, you a mere
woman? That is what they will think."
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"Ha! You've really been away for too long. With my age and
experience I command more respect than some of you men.
Don't worry. They will answer my summons. They will attend
the meeting. Your task is to begin arrangements for the digging
of the foundation. You must immediately buy and pile up some
cement blocks. This will signal the seriousness of our intentions’
to the towns people."”

"Mama, don't raise your hopes too high. Money is hard to
come..." :

"The sooner you start the better. After all, your mates who
did not go to University in the whiteman's land like you are all
building-Nwa Chijioke, Okafor, Uba, Ephraim-they're a
building," she added determinedly.

"Mama, these are traders. They buy and they sell. Mostly
smuggled goods. Whatever ingenuity it needs has to do with
how to beat or bribe your way through the Customs."

"Well, why don't you join them? Why don't you buy ang
sell? Better still, why don't you even leave what you're doing
now and join the forces? All the boys from our town who joineg
seem to be doing well. Look at Eliezer's son who joined thi
Customs..." !

"Oh, Mama," he sighed, closing his eyes and throwing his
head back onto the head rest. "I was just asking why..."

"Yes, yes I know, I know..."

'Always the 'why' question. Always the 'why' question
Why? Why? Why? Why?" Why? pervaded his mind, aske
variously by fleeting hazy forms which, one by one, materialize
into familiar faces.

"Daddy, daddy, why aren't we members of wonderland. M
friends from school tell me their daddy takes them there ¢
Saturdays. They swim, play video games and buy real ice-crea
and popcorn?' Eloka's trusting ten-year-old face longingly as
him. He thought of the N15,000 membership fee. How it woul
rip into the budget for other more pressing needs, the fees |
their private school included. Eloka's face suddenly blanked ¢
of view, to be replaced by the dour face of Chief Odunnaike, |
landlord, mouthing the very words he had used in their k
confrontation three weeks ago."

"I have given you more than enough notice. Your tenar
expired on August 31st. You are yet to pay the new re
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N90.000 naira per year. N1830,000 for the usual two years. If
you can pay tor three years, better.”

" “But trom where do you expect me to tork out N180,000?'
he had shouted back, nearing the end of his tether. 'I paid less
than half of that amount for two years, two years ago."

“Where you get the money from is none of my business. It is
none of my business. you hear. Hee! You, ke! You! An
engineer. talking as if you don't know what is going on in the
country. | am even being lenient, considering the fact that you
are a sitting tenant. You've been here since your return from
abroad. I know I can comfortably get up to N200,000 naira per
annum for this flat.”

"QOga, listen to me." He was scouring his reserves of
tolerznce just to keep calm, listen to himself think and come to
some form of agreement with this modern-day Shylock. 'Just
give me some more time. Till the end of November, if possible.
[ am expecting some money from a contract I am sure I am going
to get from the bank. I'll be able to pay you even the full
N200,000 then. L.."

"Bank contract, ke! Who do you think you're fooling? You
know you can no longer afford to live here. Why not pack out?
Look for cheaper accommodation?"

"Oga..."

“D(gm'( Oga me. I've run out of patience, Here's your quit
notice. You are to leave this premises latest by October 31st.
October 31st. OCTOBER 31st.' Chief Odunnaike's bass voice
reverberated through his mind, then faded to nothingness. A
tremulous quiet filled the blackness."

"Why are you delaying my shop? Why? What of my shop?
What of my shop?' Ikem's childlike voice, plaintive, trailed him
everywhere."

"Ikem! Look. I do not owe you. I will set you up when I am
good and ready to do so. Not before."

"But you promised. Before the end of the year."

"There, Mama,' he turned to the sleeping form beside him,
talking to her in his mind. 'There's your proof. I've always told
you the man's born retarded. He couldn't make it through school
because of it. He cannot stand on his own two feet because of it.
I've told you that time and time again. You have refused to
accept it. Hear him whining like Eloka. Our struggle for space
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and supremacy in your womb must have taken its toll on his
brain. And you said he had to be dragged out."

"Well, Ikem, things have not worked out as I planned."

"When, then?' Ikem asked hesitantly."

That did it. His voice reverberated throughout the inner pace,

"Don't push me. Don't you push me. You live in my house
You have been living off me for the past six years. You've beel
the cause of constant arguments between me and my wife. Yoy
messed up your life. I did not mess it up for you. So, don't g
feeling you have a right to my energy. Or my money. You don
I am only helping you for Mama's sake. And for God's sake
When I'm good and ready, I will set you up." _

"If you so much as set him up in the building material
business, I swear to God, I'll take my kids and disappear
Uche's trenchant voice threatened, scaring away, lkem'
desperate look."

"Oh Uche, not you too?"

"Not you too, she says', her defiant face betraying her .
four years of age, coming into view. How smooth the oval
ebony face had been when he had first met her."

"Uche please..." .

"Oh, oh you think I want to continue working my fingers |
the bone for the rest of my life? You think I want to conting
answering yes sir, yes sir, to total nincompoops who ca
themselves my bosses in the office. To continue taking all
put-downs I take from co-workers everyday. Oh you think I a
not good enough to run my own business? A shop? Fashi
shop? A cosmetics shop? A gift shop? Some place of my oy
where I could come and go as I like? Have one or two assistaj
as employees? And join the league of kept wives?

"Uche, darling..." '

"Don't Uche darling me.... I've had enough. Do you hes
I've had to work, work, work, right from the day I met y«
You gave me a false hope. 'Work with me Uche and we'll r¢
together come harvest time.' Well, I've waited long enough |
the harvest to come. I'm beginning to see it's all a pipe drea
You keep meeting new clients with projects that don't see!
light of day. I spend the little money I make trying to impr
the lives of our children. What do I get in return? Insults
questions about my house and wifely competence from y
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mother. From your good-for-nothing brother who feels I have
the time to conduct some ever lasting competition with him for

our attention, your property, and whom you now want to set
up in business. N_[y years of hard sweat, of course, will continue
to count for nothing.”

"In the first place I do not have the funds to set him up in
business."

"I have becn warned. No funds to do anything when it
concerns the wife. But the funds suddenly materialize when it
comes to girlfriends, brothers, sister, mothers."

"Who warned you? And about what?"

"Well you set your brother up over my dead body. Do you
hear me? Over my dead body. Over my dead body. Over my
dead body...," Uche's face chorused, simultaneously, bloating
to fill up the entire expanse of his consciousness. Tagbo felt his
head enlarging.

'Good God! I'm about to explode!' He felt himself bloating
beyond the bounds of his physical body for a moment. He
panicked, jerking himself into full consciousness, all the more
quickly to obliterate the rush of a nightmarish image, of a million
fragments of himself floating like speckles of light through
space.

. The bus slowed down. Looking over the heads of his mother
and the other two passengers across the aisle, he saw one of the
village markets ubiquitous on the Eastern route. The make-shift
sheds were peopled with the usual array of market women seated
behind rickety, dun tables with small piles of rural produce;
greens and other vegetables, cocoyams in neat piles, dried
cassava cuts, okro, peppers, fruits. Some of the market women
sat beside wide enamel basins filled with chunks of ice and soft
drinks, protected from the searing heat by dirty brown jute bags
topped by equally dun polyethylene bags. These ensured the
drinks remained cool, ever ready to be hawked to passers-by.
One woman had a huge black vat of oil rested on an iron cooking
tripod licked by raging fires which she had just stoked to vitality,

g the akara (bean cakes) and buns she sold to complement
the soft drinks.

The bus stopped.
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'Perhaps, the driver, perhaps some passengers want 1o bu
some of the snacks. This is not a normal stop on the route
Tagbo thought.

Suddenly, voices in the bus rose in agitation. Vario
passengers rose from their seat, gravitated to the window to hj
right, blocking his view of the market instantly. Oth
passengers from their seats, craned their necks in a desperag
effort to glimpse the object of sudden attraction. His mothe
joined them in their frantic curiosity, almost stumbling in
process.

"What is it?" Tagbo asked the stale air within the bus
"Mama, let me pass. Sit down or you'll strain yourself,"

"Eh? Oh, sorry, my son. There seems to be somethin;
terrible going on across the road. Some madman." '

"A madman? When has madness suddenly become the objeg
of such intense curiosity among our people? Anyway, we won
know what the something is by jostling for space with all thesy
people,” he said as he edged himself out of the narrow seaj
careful not to step on Mama's toes.

"Driver, open this door!"

"Eh? It's true...o, my brother," hissed the driver, forcing hi
face away from the window and turning the lever that operatg
the automatic doors. ;

"We're all here straining against windows when we coul
have easily gone down to see this thing properly." -

"What thing?" Tagbo asked as he stripped down the openis
doors of the bus, closely followed by the driver who released
lever, barely allowing it to complete its command. The folly.
inordinate jostling for a view suddenly dawned on some oth
passengers and they quickly followed suit.

"Ehn.... Make una no push my bus down on its side...¢
the driver shouted back at the mass surging through the narre
door. Tagbo came round the front of the bus and looked acrg
at the market scene. All he could see was elementary sche

children in their purple pinafore and white shirt uniforms brig
against the midday sun, chatting and milling about the plag
buying frozen liquid contents of soft drinks disgorged from thi
bottles into polyethylene bags (at the ratio of one bottle to f
bags to make the thirst quenchers more accessible to their K
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scli-actimton, then that farge crack e hstorical and thematiel

ontinuity surely labels present Atrican ettort at cultural
regeneration and wholeness as potentially inetticacious.

Ihe purpose of this essay is to examine the nature of the gap
the absent history of slavery and the slave trade in four well
Anown works by three well-known writers: Chinua Achebe
Things Fall Apart and Arrow of God (1964); Ama Ata Aido
Anowa (1970) and Wole Sovinka, Death and the King'
Horseman (1975).

III Vision and Revisior

Without question the most successful exponent in Africar
hterature today of the colonial experience as a literary theme i
that luculent and impeccable stylist, Chinua Achebe. Since
identified that period in African history brought to formal bein
by the Berlin Conference of 1884 as the point "where the raig
began to beat us" (Achebe 1975: 44). Chinua Achebe has gong
on to elaborate a monumental literary vision that places at ig
centre colonialism and its logical corollary, what he calls "
task of re-education and regeneration” (1975: 45). -

When Achebe speaks about looking back to "try to 1ind o
where we went wrong” (1975: 4), he means the coloni
experience, not the slave history. His first and best-know
novel, Things Fall Apart. is set among the Igbo of Easter
Nigeria during the last years of the nineteenth century whe
European colonialism was seeking to entrench itself in Africs
The story is a parable about old and new power. The action
the plot is shadowed by colonial authority, and the crisis of bof
Okonkwo, the protagonist and strong-man of his day, and h
village, Umuofia, is decpened beyond recovery by th
overarching propaedeutical escapades of the European coloni
administrator and the Christian missionary. The immediate cat
of Okonkwo's suicide is the knowledge that his village wou
hot support him against the power of the European colonia
after he beheaded the saucy messenger from the district office:
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