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Fragrances like windows of a house 
emit their fullness of light. 

By what divine hand 
is my fragrance stirred? 

Intangible as the sweetness of opium 
opaque as the shroud of my aura 

Pure or profane! 

Not all the scents of Persia, 
seasoned in practised perfumery 
cloak the debauchery 
of a dark pit, fouled in maggots. 

The hand that nurses 
a hollowed crown, in smiles, must wear 

With patience, mellowed, must I my cross bear 

So woman be a rose 
for, in your beauty is life. 



"The eye sees not itself .... but by reflectionf' 

it speaks, nativity 

it i s  the voice of a thousand 
tongues and tribes 

an unlearned knower 

its treasures are blood bred 
mother maya's miracles I 

what code lies behind the littlest mole, 
or greying strand? 

by choice, not chance, 
is the least rustle of the wind in the leaves 
moulded am I, sculptured eminence 
to imminent purpose 

so I say, speak sister 

yet speak easy 
from your heart's bounty 
man's only mirror for the eye. 



Fa-fhrr, Fe-fiin 
Ya-fin, Ye-Mn 

/ WCrC-ni, KO mi7 kan.' 

Seconds ahead hasten in terror 
Very winds herald with fervor 
Dust is  raised, panic spreads 
Naked fear, manic raids 
Jagajaga comes. 

Cocooned in the very existence of his mania, he gloats 
Scowling, satiated in many fears he spreads 
Appreciating instinctive recoil from the evil he breeds 
Unwitting he teaches the humility he dreads 
Jagajaga rages. 

Hawker flees, fruits scatter 
Husband dashes in the gutter 
Vehicle bashes for the matter 
Terror rises, feet fast patter 

 r raw from him, Scream 
Step aside from him, Dodge him 
He is deranged, he knows not. 



At the very imminence of this hater 
Commuters scuttle to safe distance 
Jagajaga hurries. 

Why every person apart 
He wonders 
Why any person so apal 
We wonder 
Jagajaga goes. 

from 

t frorr 

my party so normal? 

i his senses? 

Fa-fin, Fe-fin 
Ya-fin, Ye-fin 
Were-ni, KO mo kan 

Nigerian Politician: The Beast Re 
- .- 



What song 
Shall I sing for you now, 
Africa? 

My throat is  patched 
And my Creed is  callous 
I cannot produce those 
Saccharine songs of yore 

Those Sonorous Songs 
That praised your budding shoots 
Waiting to be watered 

by the dew 
of independence 

What Song 
Shall I sing for you now 
Africa? 

Shall 1 sing of your 
m - a i n - g - I - e - d  flesh 

Thrown and scattered 
round the globe 

by 
Your rapacious chiefs 
Those savage scions of yours, 

In the quest for 



Gin and gem 
From the ferocious fingers 

of foraging foes. 

just to bespatter 
a void 

Shall I sing a Berlin Song 
Of the monsoon 
With its acid rain and wind 
That swept across your homestead 
In its sweeping current of cold air 
That scattered your hearth 
And blinded us with ashes. 

Tell me Africa! 
The creator of true lores 
Now swathed 
In hazy tenets 
Spun from outer lands 
And administered by quislings 
Of  your own roots 

Tell me Africa! 
What song wil l  soothe 
Your cracked face! 
What song wil l  water 
Your roots 
And rejuvenate your torpid frame 
That rests massively 
Like a rotten stump 
Of  a felled iroko tree 



Tell me 
Africa! 
The root and base of my pedigree 
The anchor upon which 
My hope is  moored, 
For this massive stump 
Must sprout a new shoot 
Devoid of bitter taste. 

Nigeria. 



i 
8 -- Oki ke 

It was dawn. Umueke lake rippled with mating insects. I stood 
beside the lake watching the ripples. The lake was enshrouded 
with thickets from where crickets shrilled. The ripples subsided 
and I crept in. I felt the knotted end of my white wrapper above 
my breast and blinked my white chalked eyes. I returned my 
knife to my right hand and held the white cock firmer. I waited 
till I felt Adaeke's presence. I dipped the cock in the lake, with a 
gulping sound I raised it up, trails of water ran down its damp 
feathers into the lake. I waited till the last drops were falling off 
the cock and it began to shudder. It's eyes were shut as it shook 
off the water on its head and hiccuped. The goddess of Umueke 
lake demands the flow of blood, the blood of a white cock to 
appease her. Tourists had invaded the sacred lake and I, the 
priestess of Adaeke, would have to appease Adaeke, the lake 
goddess. 

"Adaeke!, here is the sacrifice for the cleansing," I said, cutting 
off the head of the cock in one blow. Its head fell into the lake, 
and blood gushed out into the lake. The cock convulsed. I called 
out again, "Adaeke! here is  the sacrifice. You watch over 
Umueke, and mortals do go to slurr~ber, in slumber the strangers' 
footsteps never stirred them, they are rnortals, Adaeke". 

She surged from the lake. She was like an ordinary woman - 
averagely built, glossy dark skin, long dread locks. Her enormous 
breasts covered her laps. She was sitting in a lotus poise. I looked 
at her very familiar face, but her features were blurred. I could 
only make out the oval outline, then the water eddied and she 
vanished. She has forgiven, but reluctantly. I looked at my hand, 



1 the cock was dead. I went into the lake for the ritual wash, then 
went home. 

I Whoever met me on the way to or from the lake accidentally 
was to run away or hide until I was out of sight. When I got 
home the sight of my elder brother provoked me. I saw the 

I s glitter of curiosity, or was it anger, in his eyes. 
"Where are you coming from, this early morning?" he asked, 

his eyes boring into mine. I closed my eyes in silent prayer and 
walked past him but he thrust me back, insisting. I kept calm. 
"Answer my question, you insolent bitch!" And he shook me 
violently. Seeing no reaction, he raised his hand to slap me, but 
I landed mine first. He screamed in pain. My parents came 
running to us but I hurried into my room. 

"Nnamdi, are you all right?" I heard my mother ask. 
"What made you scream so?" inquired my father. 
There was a long pause, then I heard my brother speak with 

a shaky voice, "I felt the blow of ten thousand men from that 
little swine. She left very early this morning, before I could stop 
her or ask questions. I then waited to find out the meaning of all 
that. It was some time before she came back; just as she had 
walked out, she walked in, ignoring me, and then this blow, this 
terrible blow." 

"Oh my son!" I heard my mother say, "Our ancestors be 
praised, Adaeke spared you. We should Rave told you earlier ..." 

"Told me what? Who i s  Adaeke?" 
"It's d long story. Nnamdi, let's sit down," my mother said to 

him. 
It seemed my father had left as he found he had done amiss 

not to have let his son know what had been happening while he 
had been away from home. 

My  brother had been visiting home at this time and had not 
known that I had succeeded as the priestess of Adaeke the water 
goddess. He was not interested in the traditions of the land. He 



saw them as selfdeprecating. 
"I don't believe all this," he interrupted my mother. "You and 

papa can't have allowed yourselves to be slaves in your own 
land. Adaeke, or whatever you call her, should know that Nma 
is a young girl; she has a future and a life to live, and cannot 
continue with these chains. Tell that goddess or, rather, that 
demon, to stop making my sister an object to be possessed at 
will, this cannot continue!" 

I could not wait to face hini. I had cleaned my eyes and 
dressed up. I opened my door and walked up to him. "I am 
Nma, not Nnamdi nor Nnamdi's twin. You are my brother. I 
accept, but that i s  by chance, I have been with Adaeke even 
before the union that gave you to the world. I have been destined 
to be Adaeke's priestess, we are linked for now and ever. There 
is just nothing you can do about it. Fight against your will, fight 
to mind your business of you will sing songs of severed heads 
abandoned at the shrine of Adaeke. You will sing songs of lips 
swollen with agony." 

"You are out of your mind. By the time I am through with you 
and that demon, you sure will have something worthwhile to 
say," he said and walked into his room but stormed out 
immediately with a Bible. 

I ran after him and said to him, "Nnamdi, do whatever you 
think you can do to Adaeke in your house, do not go to the lake!" 

"Are you afraid?" He snarled at me. 
"Nnamdi, please for the last time, do not go to the lake." 
"Are you now begging? Save your breath, Nma, Adaeke is 

already destroyed!" 
Panic gripped me. I could not imagine what will become of 

Nnamdi. I followed him to the lake. When he got to the lake, he 
stared ahead clutching his Bible. 

"All ye water demons, I bind and destroy you. I command you 
to loosen your hold on my family. I render all your powers 



I useless, I ..." he shouted at the lake. Suddenly I saw Adaeke 

1 beside me with the Bible and Nrlamdi plunged into the lake as 

I if he was pushed. I did not see him again. Then I heard the gurgle 
of water. "Adaeke, no!" I yelled. 

The gurgling stopped and I saw him at the other end of the 
lake. Adaeke vanished. Nnamdi was murmuring to himself, he 
looked around, he pulled out his shirt, then his trousers. He was 
just on pants, then he broke into a run. I took his Bible from 
~daeke 's  shrine and went home. I met my mother crying, my 
father was pacing round the sitting room. As soon as my mother 
saw me, she ran to me and pleaded, "Nma, please let's go back 
to the lake. Nnamdi is out of his mind." 

"Where is he?" I asked, keeping the Bible on the table. 
"He has locked up himself ... please let's go to Adaeke." 
"Mama, there wil l  be no need for that," I said, holding her. I 

wiped her tears. "It shall be well," I consoled her. I looked at my 
father and he said through clenched teeth, "I have told him, if 
you don't accept it, just keep away. 1 go to church but I wil l  
always keep my reverence for Adaeke!" 

"Let's call him and see if he will respond," my mother 
continued. 

"No mama, let him rest, he needs it," I said and retired to my 
room. I did not understand Nnamdi's fear, I was enrolled in a 
school and was even the head girl of my schaol. I could not 
understand his fear except that I will not marry or have children. 
I had to remain a virgin for Adaeke as the bearer of her purity 
symbol. I loved my life as a priestess. I would not have opted for 
any other. If I was happy, why should he bother? I waved away 
thoughts of him and thought of Adaeke. One thing still bothered 
me, the tourists would still be going to the sacred lake. If it 
continues, people will die or Adaeke wil l  invade homes and 
make many homeless. I had to do something. Adaeke's wrath 
was not easily quelled. An idea struck me: Adaeke would have 
to leave Umueke for her mother source - Oshimili. 



I had drifted off to sleep, but my mother woke me to tell me 
that Nnamdi was now all right. 

"He took his bath, dressed up and apologized to me and your 
father but he insisted on going back to the city," she said 

"Let me see him," I said, getting up. 
"He has gone, he said that we shouldn't disturb you and he 

sent his love," she concluded. 
At dusk, I met Adaeke. This time she showed her face - dark 

eye brows, slit eyes, broad nose and thin lips. "Adaeke, I want 
you to have more space and more air. I want you to move into 
Oshimili." She smiled, then I heard her ask, "Will you keep our 
bond and visit me as many times as you can?" 

I smiled back and responded, "You know I will." She must 
have read my mind for she did not object or ask questions. 

Within two days Adaeke moved into Oshirnili. Umueke lake 
dried up. 



The flow of life i s  cut off and ebbs away 
Like a breath of air that flies off the tangent 
By that brutal force that inflicts the final break 
Precipitating the separation of soul from body 
That comes to everyone in the end 
As the soul goes on its journey to its destination 
We know not where 
0 dire immortality! 
What awful reality, 
What cold fact, the knowledge of which is clear 
To all rational men. 

What brutal force is this? 
Maybe it i s  some invisible spiritual thing 
Ungraspable by the touch of human hand or modern machines 
Does it happen in the molecules of the brain, frontal or back? 
Changing this or that 
Turning the chemistry, computer-fashion to some other level 
That transports to another realm 
Higher or lower, we know not how! 

The deed is done; the dedicated doctors wring their hands 
in despair 
For the precious vessel is broken 
The silver cord is severed and the golden fluid poured away! 



i 
Only the body remains inert and helpless, needing attention. I 

Now is the time for tears, consolation, plans 
Now is the time to adjust to the painful acceptance of 
The permanent exit of God's lovely earthling. 

As I sat there cycling 
In the coolness of the gym, 
I looked out of the window 
And saw two maidens 
Walking beside the lush lawn 
To the 'suya' vendor close by 
The lovely sight planted a smile on my face 
And bombarded my thoughts with images of beauty 
That cling to youth like a body hug 

Hands entwined, the maidens 
Moved harmonious, stately limbs, supple-skinned, 
In the bright sheen of the late morning air 
0, the strength and aliveness of healthy youth, 
The grace and innocence of inexperience 

The maidens' beings peeped out 
Through eyes, large and luminous 
To behold the beauty and their African world 
The dappled blue sea of sky stretching out interminably 
And on the landscape, concrete houses 
Have replaced the cool thatched huts of their forefathers ! 



HOW are these youthful maidens 
TO understand the pains and turmoil; 
The transformations and transmutations 
That changed the African landscape 
And are changing the African mind? 
How can they comprehend the interfaces 
And complexities of meaning of 
~ o u d  thundering words like democracy, deregulation and the 
rest? 
How deeply can they appreciate the beauty 
Of becoming one's own self? 

These wholesome ripe tangerines, our tall, slim maidens 
Rejoiced in their trendy clothes, 
Jeans, leggings and T-shirts 
They laughed in their simplicity 
Shining like the sparkle of champagne 
In a tall crystal glass; 
Like the frothing of freshly harvested palm wine 
In a new transparent bottle 
Oblivious as yet of why the new must take 
From the old and why bealitiful builders 



16- Okike 

As if the world was a giant egg 
at the edge of a precipice 
he fears even to breathe 

his words, whispers 
who knows 
they could push the egg 

and our rulers, the soldiers 
speed along, howling 
pulled by the lion's tail 
past this world of ours 

their laughter ricochets as the poet sighs 
soul gnawed by pain 

pain, pain, pain! 
of our dying world 



I too, felt the pain 
when the sister groaned 
after child birth 

where does it pain, sister 
in the head, stomach 
or the gate of birth 

groan, sighs, moan 
brother pain, pain 
pain in the soul 

once more a girl 
the gods are mad 



"Why did you turn your back on me?" Michael Freeman said. 
"Me?" Helen said, turning toward him, cut by the unexpected 

edge in his voice. 
"My little ma'am." 
"My dear, how could I?" she replied. The wine in the glass 

she was holding swam in its crude redness as she kept the bottle 
on the glazed board of the grand piano. She looked at him with 
very soft iriaescent eyes and smiled. 

"But you heard me right?" he said, his voice shaking with an 
ailment he could no longer hide. I 

"No, uncle. Did you say anything then?" 1 I 
Mr Freeman sat there on the slick stool humped like a 

ventriloquist whose audience walked out on. He lowered his 
head and wearily looked about him. "Perhaps," he muttered, "I 
merely imagined it." 

"Imagined what, uncle?" Helen moved closer, leaning over his 
shoulders. Calling him uncle was a habit of her girlhood and she 
wished she could call him something dearer, something to reflect 
what he had meant to her. How suddenly he had grown old and 
weak. 

"I thought I'd said let's do this piece together," he said. 
"Perhaps you didn't say it loud enough. Let's do it together 

then," she purred, stroking the naked back of his neck. 
"Now then," he smiled as if his mind had drifted. 
Helen stood beside him; she rubbed her long soft fingers 

together and took a deep breath. "Now then," she said. 



Uncle Mike straightened himself before the ivory keyboard 
and cleared his throat. "Let's start with 'The Day I Saw You 
Among the Crowd'," he said. And there was nostalgia in his 
voice. 

Silence. 
Suddenly, for the very first time in his long career, Uncle Mike 

could not decide which note to strike first. He stared at the large 
and glistening teeth-like keys before him, his hairy fingers 
hanging over them, trembling. Then it came to him and he 
discarded it. That he had to think of it threw him into despair. He 
wasn't sixty yet, but the world that had seemed so broad and far- 
flung had brought him so dangerously to the edge. He was 
meeting the horizon too soon. And presently it was this feeling 
of standing on the path of a fast approaching gloom that tortured 
him. He had many a time willed himself to accept his fate 
boldly, but from time to time, often his dimmer moments, he 
would see himself in his mind plodding through a derelict 
graveyard and, in a sweat under the fierce sun, fighting off wild 
creepers that reached out to strangle him. Always he woke up 
tired and sweating and a smothering fear of death enshrouding 
him. God, he didn't want to think of all that now. He took a 
deep breath and blinked his eyes. Why had Doctor Williams. 
told him this was probably his last performance for an audience? 
Why hadn't he waited until this tour was over? Blessed Mamisso! 
He hadn't even had the nerves to let Helen know. But he would 
because he had to. When his daughter, Lora, flew in this morning 
he would have to tell them both together. He had earlier thought 
it might be better that his manager told them. But now, no. He 
had to do it himself. Suddenly, he broke out, "How I wish Lora 
comes tonight!" 

"But she is coming," she said. 
"Oh, will she?" he said. But realizing that he had voiced his 

thought, he recoiled, "But we aren't sure, are we?" 



" ~ u t  you know we can be. We just pick up the phone and find 
out from the airport if she's coming in at four as scheduled. That's 
simple, isn't it?" 

"You'd do that for me, wouldn't you?" 
"It wouldn't be a pleasure crossing you tonight, uncle. I'll do 

it, but on a promise," she said, raising a finger for emphasis; "on 
a promise that you'd let me in on what's bothering you. Don't 
tell me again it's the pressure of work; no uncle, I won't accept 
that." Her eyes were searching. 

Uncle Mike's eyes gleamed as he took the glass of wine 
beside him and sipped from it. "Okay," he said, smiling a weak 
fatherly smile. "Okay." He licked his lips and closed his eyes 
briefly. And in his soul, he felt deeply aroused by a force that 
flitted about his chest like pressurized bubbles. It was a creative 
force he had known all his life. Now it came over him like a soft- 
winged, nectar-suckihg insect, sucking lazily at his soul, rousing 
him to a sweet, half-felt, weightless sensation. He felt like a 
bu:. .t;y' caught up in a small breeze. And his breath ceased and 
began; again ceased and began; and his fingers came down on 
the keyboard. It was all so natural once again ... 

Unobtrusively, Helen turned and walked across the large, 
richly furnished hotel-room. Michael Freeman's eyes followed 
her. She was fully feminine and graceful in her movement. He 
had never breathed it to another, but fully feminine things 
greatly inspired him. And Helen was feminine in all respects. She 
had youth and a pleasant air of delicateness. She was rarely wild 
or vulgar, except in most refined and unpredictable ways. Like 
most young women though, she often had fits of pompous 
imaginings. But her few shortcomings all receded before her 
comely body: long, silky hair tied behind her with brilliant 
ribbons, prominent eyelashes aligned like fine palings round her 
iridescent, pearly eyes. Michael Freeman could spend a lifetime 
gazing on her face. Not that hers was the most beautiful he had 
ever seen. But hers was unique - a vibrant cast of Indian and 
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African union at its best. Well filled-out bust and full, broad hips! 
In fact, having her around at rehearsals always inspired him to 
greater heights. Most of all, she had such airs - the specifics of 
which Uncle Mike could not pinpoint - but she had such airs 
which creative and passionate men strove to protect from the 
harassment of crude men. 

Uncle Mike was a creative and a passionate man. He had met 
Helen years ago, the first night he performed in Hanover. And 
had written for her, thereafter, "The Day I Saw You Among the 
Crowd". She was eighteen then, lodged in a genteel and cheering 
audience with her stepmother, tears of excitement running down 
her face. It was her air of fragility that made him spot her easily. 
And when he called her out and she came, the sight of her round 
feminine features made him gasp, having scooped up the 
memories of his late wife. Helen and her stepmother met him 
afterwards for an autograph and after an elaborate evening 
dinner, became frequent guests at Michael Freeman's house. 
Eight months later, Helen moved in as an "adopted" daughter 
and a playmate to Lora, his only child. Five years later, Helen 
married a boisterous young man who made a couple of half- 
successful films. And as Uncle Mike knew it would, the marriage 
broke down in nine months and she came running back to him. 
After Lora herself got married, Helen and Uncle Mike became 
great friends, touring the world together and learning a great deal 
of its affairs. 

He began to see that Helen wasn't exactly the innocent, richly 
fragile woman she always seemed. There was a faint mysterious 
coyness about her that worried him. Lately, she had grown 
extravagant and restless. By soft remarks and deeds, it seemed 
she wanted more of her time spent outside Uncle Mike's fatherly 
eyes. Uncle Mike knew but did nothing, because she grew more 
lovable by the day. And she wasn't yet as corrupt as the 
entertainment world. But whenever he thought of this, it pricked 



his conscience that in his relationship with Helen, what he had 
done was try to mould her in his own image merely because he 
saw his wife in her. This was grossly unfair for a young woman 
with a whole lot of world in front of her. Now that he had made 
her wholly dependent on him, how in the world could she live 
happily after he was gone? But recently he found solace in the 
fact that he wouldn't swear that he quite succeeded, for there 
was something about Helen and his career that were as elusive 
as they were unpredictable. 

Helen herself had only one irrepressible desire now - to be 
free. But in what way? She could not tell. For Uncle Mike had 
never restricted her in any way. She knew she was living his life 
and had begun to hate it. She was desperate about it but didn't 
know where to begin. It frustrated her that Uncle Mike was too 
large a character. He was'everywtiere - in the magazine ads, on 
radio broadcasts, on billboards, in telephone conversations - in 
fzict, Uncle Mike was seen or felt in whatever she saw, heard or 
read. She even thought his own thoughts and that pained her 
most. The only way she tried to assert her freedom was by 
excusing herself from rehearsals, and lately, from performances. 
The intention was to hate the man's music since she could not 
hate the man himself. This quickly proved impossible because 
Uncle Mike's music was fashionable, and being a woman, she 
was naturally fashion-crazed. Outside Uncle Mike, only her 
acting lessons occupied her. She was in her mid-twenties yet and 
could do a lot with herself. Could her freedom lie only in Uncle 
Mike's death? She dreaded having to think this, but the thought 
nagged her mind even as she fought it. Hence when Uncle 
Mike's manager told her the week before of Uncle Mike's failing 
health, she did not know what to wish for. The information 
made her happy and then made her sad. That such thought 
should creep through her mind was most unfair to dear Uncle 
Mike. But she wanted her freedom, a little freedom that wouldn't 
hurt anyone. Tomorrow's performance would be his last - and 



hers, perhaps. She had prayed for it in her heart, she had yearned 
and wished for it. Why now shrink from it? Uncle Mike hadn't 
told her anything yet, but she was sure that was why he had sent 
for bra. It wouldn't be long before he told her. Poor Uncle Mike, 
how would it be getting a little away from him? 

She had picked up the telephone receiver to inquire about 
Lora. And instantly, from the open door behind her, flowed 
faintly into her ears the liquid notes of Uncle Mike's concert 
grand piano, like the elusive lure of a distant perfume. She held 
the receiver and waited, a smile breaking on her face. In flowed 
the notes, softly, unwaveringly. She stood still, holding her 
breath; it was as if a movement would ruffle the pool of sensation 
gathering in her heart. Uncle Mike's music had never been this 
nostalgic, as from one familiar tune to another, the notes of the 
grand piano swept her along, toward the estuaries of her deepest 
emotions. The most nostalgic moments of her life, in these brief 
minutes, began to float on her mind. The music suspended her 
in timelessness. Her breath seemed to hang high above her head 
as she walked dreamily to the door, her comely face uplifted like 
a ballet dancer's led by the nose by a spell of music. Like waves 
in harmony, the musical notes that sailed to her rose and fell, 
ringing with schmaltz. As it rose, she saw painted before her the 
radiance of the rising sun, and as it fell, the luridness of the 
evening sky ravished her. Her heart felt full, soft and bursting. 
Still the sweet ~nusical notes flowed, filling her with the blissful 
sensations of her first romance and gradually afterwards, with the 
sad tortures of her mother's death. Tears began to well up in her 
eyes as she stood like in a trance, watching the humped figure of 
Uncle Mike in front of the piano, tirelessly sluicing out the liquid 
musical notes that flooded her soul. Looking through the wide 
glass window with drawn curtains, further after Uncle Mike's 
humped figure, beyond the balcony, she saw in the darkness of 
the empty concert hall far-reaching fingers of various spotlights 



slashing through the air. Out and down there, oblivious of the 
entire world, the lighting crew rehearsed for tomorrow's concert. 

And suddenly, the notes began to flow very fast, thin and 
rough, like a small stream rushing down a rocky waterway. Faster 
and faster the notes flowed and thinner and rougher they grew, 
until Helen woke in a gasp. And seeing Uncle Mike jabbing 
away furiously at the keyboard like a demon, ran toward him, 
fearing that his heart disease was possessing him. And instantly 
a life without Uncle Mike scared her. 

When she reached him, she stood stiff with fright. She could 
not touch him. She had never seen Uncle Mike so wild-looking, 
and it terrified her. He sat rigid like death, his neck looking like 
bleached scarlet. Only his finger ran all over the ivory keyboard 
in a frenzy. And he was dripping with sweat. Helen stood 
trembling. Suddenly his arms collapsed over the keyboard and a 
sizzling silence rang long in Helen's ears. She touched him on 
the shoulder and, as if she had punched at a switch, the lights of 
the concert hall and all the rooms went out. She cried out aloud 
with a taut, resounding voice; and her whole world went down 
her throat in one bitter lump. She did not want her freedom in 
darkness. She wanted the light, she wanted the light. 

She ran out to the balcony and, in the overbearing darkness, 
cried out so that the lighting crew below could hear her. Her 
voice was sharp and loud and there was terror in it. 



Chief Alade of Manshanu Group of Companies was thoroughly 
organized. His workers arrived punctually to work because Chief 
himself was an early riser. Even in the early hours of the morning, 
lorries and pickup trucks queuing the night before for their 
haulage of groundnut oil, were already starting their engines, 
discharging their impatience in thick black smoke from their 
exhausts. The iron gate to the premises was thrown open only 
when Chief Alade gave the signal. Ojo the gateman ran up the 
flight of steps to collect the keys from the key box at the corridor. 
Chief Alade's cough, an accustomed practice, was enough signal 
that Chief knew Ojo had come for the keys. He issued 
instructions and soon the screechy noise of vehicle tyres, 
reversing and taking up positions at the warehouse announced 
the dawn of yet another busy day. Although Chief was strict and 
observed rigid work hours, he was equally cheerful and 
exuberant. He reserved the big agbada gown for occasions and 
for the office where he received official and business associates. 
His work outfit was the inner jumper hanging over baggy 
trousers. The side pockets held his jotter, biro and keys to his 
off ice and safe. 

Chief Alade was also a sociable man who enjoyed the 
company of his group of friends at the town club. He encouraged 
young professionals who cared to listen to him to draw from his 
experience. His doors were open to them too. They had freedom 
to visit him in his office and at home. He had good rapport with 
everybody. His bosom friend, Lawyer Ketu, was a regular 

/ 

companion at the club. Bald and astute, Ketu was Alade's 



company legal adviser. He called at home regularly in the 
evenings. The children ran around to welcome Uncle, as Ketu 
was fondly called. Tolu, the youngest of Chief Alade's children, 
always climbed up Ketuls laps to ask numerous questions. Ketu 
enjoyed his evenings with them. As they rushed to welcome 
him, he lifted them one by one, hugging and embracing them. 

In the mornings, Ketu discharged his business briskly when he 
called on Alade. He was always in his white upon black stripped 
lawyers1 outfit. The learned gentleman. The children admired 
him from upstairs. Some wanted to become lawyers when they 
grew up. Most evenings, Lawyer Ketu came more relaxed in 
flowing agbada. Mrs Aladc offered him drinks and whatever food 
they had at home. The squat gentleman was very much at home 
and no one minded the liberties exterlded to him. He had 
humorous jokes which kept them all happy. Tolu could perch all 
evening on his lap as'they all joked and watched the television, 
while he made funny remarks on the TV programmes. Tolu's 
childlike trust endeared her to him. The family could go about 
their other businesses, leaving them alone. 

Little Tolu was unaware of the greater delight her warm soft 
body gave Ketu as she nestled on his chest. One day, she 
suddenly jumped down when she felt a hard thrust from below. 
She got off Ketu's lap and inspected the underneath of the carved 
wooden chair to see if the springs were broken. She beat the 
agbada with her bare palms to ensure her safety. She climbed 
back unsuspecting. To her consternation, the jab reoccured and 
was withdrawn each time she showed a sign of discomfort. Her 
enthusiasm for Ketu's lap began to wane. 

Another day, Ketu arrived, and in his usual way, hugged and 
swept Tolu off her feet and carried her in a flash to the window 
seal. Ketu's quick sense told him mum and dad were out and that 
the house was virtually empty. Ketu pointed to the line up of 
vehicles outside and teased her ears with the cold tip of his nose. 
She giggled, enjoying the view and chattering about where each 



person had gone. Ketu asked about each member of the family, 
and as 'the answers flowed, he pressed on her soft back squeezing 
and grinding his manhood on her. Again, Tolu felt the hardness 
and squirmed to free herself. She was alarmed. "Shee shee" 
Ketu hissed, begging her to keep steady and admire the hustling 
and bustling along the main street. The child was bewildered as 
Ketu panted, breathing down hot flushes on her neck, and she 
struggled to disengage herself. As she swung around, eyes 
levelled up with Ketu's, she saw a different human being. She 
wondered if he was in pain? His grip on her was firm. He had a 
queer look. There was a sheepish smile which terrified her. "Shee 
shee", was all he muttered as she jumped down and scuttled 
away to freedom. Mrs Alade walked up the front door. No one 
had heard her footsteps. She coughed. 

Lawyer Ketu stood petrified. He stretched out his arms in 
exasperation, as he wheeled around to face her. His starched 
jumper was creased in front. He looked foolish, caught in his 
salacious activity. 

"Oh, wel-come," he forced himself to say, a hollowness in his 
voice. 

"How long have you been here?" she politely asked, her eyes 
taking in all. 

"Not long, not long." Lawyer Ketu replied guiltily, with eyes 
searching the floor. When the little girl heard her mother's voice, 
she rushed out to hug her, burying her face in her fold. She found 
security at last. 

"My little girl, my little one," Mrs Alade said, stroking her 
head in reassurance. 

"I must be leaving," Lawyer Ketu excused himself lamely, as 
he dragged his feet to the staircase, ashamed of his self-betrayal. 

"And please don't come back," Mrs Alade's voice was raised 
enough for him to hear. She muttered a curse. 

"Why mummy?" her little one asked. Without a reply, her 
mum pushed her backwards and raised her face to look in her 



eyes. 
"Beware of filthy men", she said, as she stroked her cheeks 

and sent her to fetch a glass of water. 

ugonl Lana. 



Nwaka, sing songs to me 
sing songs of birds bursting out 
with blossoms of sun flowers 
sing songs to appease the 
shrill of restless crickets 
sings songs to light up 
the bulbs of my tears 
I've borne the waters of my earth gorge 
Furious for an outlet 
I've stared into nights 
desperate for a single star 
I've groped through scorched sands 
In search of a glitter in a grain 
I've seen the rage of broken waves 
scurry like a zillion scorpions 
Nwaka, sing songs to me 
sing songs of dark clouds 
slashed in lightnings 
of rains roped in deserts 
for I've witnessed the birth 
of too many crippled dawns 
In too many tortured nights. 



Let me be the egg 
bearing the stench of stillbirth 
Let me be the blood 
bleeding before the oracle 

I may be the white yam ringed with cowries 
I may be the lone voice piercing the path of tear 

Let me be the calabash 
bearing totems at the cross-roads of death 

The jazz wriggled through me 
like a dozen maggots in hot spittle 
the gait of the guitars 
wavered with the wings of my eyes 
the band thumps 
taught my heartbeat a fresh pace 
in a jig of smoke and alcohol 
in the 
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of half dressed women 
poised for negotiations 

I gulped the night like a juice. 



A splash of rust 
a lash of pain 
on a pair of eyes 
leaping down stoned hills to a glaze 

a flash of stones 
a haze of heat 
on a pair of eyes 
bounding down rugged ti i l ls 
to the blare of songs and sounds 

a crowd of worshippers 
splashes of water in ablutions 
a wail from a wall 
and a mosque shoots above rusty zincs 
then a procession like a throng 
of ants bearing a bounty 
conveys a corpse to a pit 

a splash of rust and stones 
a lash of pain 
in a haze of heat. 



My mind's angel 
spreads its white wings 
flutters, flies, and glides 
to the horizon . . . 

Behind thecaged eyes , 
visions of minutia senses 
cloud the sky - 

Saggy cheeks 
of a swollen mulatto 
dripping oil 
into baking powders . . . 

Mist falls 
on silent blue sea. 
All l see 
ripples. 



I was probably five, maybe six when I first heard my father read 
those ominous words, "And the generations shall get wiser, but 
weaker," and they carried the same blistering effects as stories 
about slavery. I was a big listener, but a small person, expecting 
to grow taller and get stronger. And smarter. Not weaker. The 
contradiction was too heavy for my mind to carry. But I've 
witnessed the unravelling of this truth. The years have truly gone 
overboard, fulfilling this prophecy. We're losing it, displacing 
life's basics with harmful ridiculous substitutes: Motherhood. 
Where is  her voice in our stories? 

A nervous generation nurtured on artificial food, living off 
broken sleep cycles ruined by artificial light, we've dumped our 
common sense and seem to expect the laws of life to support our 
rearranged reality. We're too smart to recognize the difference 
between day and night. We've murdered our imaginations, 
allowed our communal stories to be displaced by a number of 
recyc!ed nightmares, "television shows". 

The television is  one ugly surrogate mother, with its hard 
voice, quick flickering lights, stories formulated by distressed 
imaginations, ruled by "marketing values". What about the soft, 
impressionable and hungry spirits of the young? Their minds 
should not be treated like rubbish bins. The stories told in a 
natural mother's voice produce the calm and comfort critical to 
a young child's growth. We need inteiaction, questions and a 
few thoughts exchanged, the touch of hands, heart and eyes. We 



know there's no substitute, but the television is still a baby sitter, 
while so many seniors, lonely and living away from their 
fam~lies, suffer in isolation. 

The sucking motion of the baby helps the mother's womb to 
shrink. Mother's milk is the first line of defense for the baby. We 
dry the milk. Must we impose a federally funded study to 
investigate why an entire generation of children is  so tense and 
moody? 

After throwing out the mother's milk, we follow-up with 
artificial foods. Something dry and scratchy to throw in the 
bottom of the belly first thing in the morning. And cold milk, to 
shock a warm body. Plenty df chemical coloring, sugar, salt. The 
l i n e u ~  of laxatives, and other dr ~gs for indigestion make their 
ov tment about the qualit) of the food. Elementary and 
jac~ ;h school teachers have observed that students are 
hyperactive after "lunch": Funny. Real food sedates us. And real 
food does not give us asthma, as does the "Quarter Water", so 
popular with the young children. With all the technical advances, 
our bellies are full, but we're hungry. 

While teaching in a room without windows, I often think of 
lines from Langston Hughes' poem "As I Grew Older": "My 
hands, break through this wall, smash this wall into a thousand 
suns". The sun and the sky kept me good company throughout 
my school days. Yet we've walled out the sun, rain and sky: 
we've walled out the air. The longer we stay in a closed building, 
the gooy-er our eyes get. Respiratory problems get worse. But 
economics has taken a hefty swing at our common sense and left 
us sleeping in bedrooins, with little more air and circulation than 
that in a bank vault. We work out of an office cubicle the size of 
a newspaper kiosk. Madison Avenue, and 57th Street, we 
recently learned, have the poorest air quality because the heavy 
traffic of diesel buses is  deadly, polluting the air. One of the most 
expensive places in town, has the most pollution. 

Three tender looking boys appearing to be about sixteen or 



seventeen, their smooth faces looking so imbued, were in Service 
~erchandise, recently shopping for a gun! And the clerk who 
could have been their mother, was requesting identification, with 
quiet formality. They didn't seem interested in shooting anyone, 
just going through this rite of passage, buying a gun. What's 
wrong with us? Selling firecrackers to young children. Giving 
them music at a volume that will take a good portion of their 
hearing before they rzach thirty. Selling them guns. These 
children do not design the heavy speakers or make and ship the 
deadly guns. 

Now having given the children guns, we are about to change 
the definition of children so that we can engage in outright 
murder and call it legal. Now that is purely weak. 

Pleasure and happiness need clear definitions, not those 
horrible definitions promoted by television stories where volume, 
speed and bloodshed describe "excitement". 

Budget cuts? Go for the children. Reduce the lunch. (That 
could make a person weak). Cut physical education. Cut the arts. 
Ignore body and soul. Then what's left? 

Of course many things modern are purely wonderful. But we 
need basics. We need our mothers. And fathers. We need real 
food. Air. Sleep. Imagination. And without these we will 
continue to degenerate. 



- and if the president hangs 
who shall shit into our bowls 
give it to us at sunset 
in copper plated trays 
ask us to be grateful 
for such little mercies 

- and if the music stops 
no one shall force us to dance 
ask us to waltz 
and fox-trot and jump 
to jazz and jargon 

- and if the little boy down 
the road 
refuses to listen to my musings 
who shall I chase 
and throw orange peels at 

-and if our house burns 
who shall we tell 
as it goes up in flames 
and razes to the ground. 



Nwanyi buife 
Do not cry 
perhaps the day will come when the sun is left to shine on you 

do not groan 
who knows 
maybe one day you won't be sitting at his feet 

do not wail 
dare to hope 
to see the dawn when reason shall reign. 

Silent screams in the night 
shall ring in your ears 
pelting you like rock rain 
grating against your window pane 
harsh against your polluted glass 
stained with blood 
dirt 
scum 
until our wails break through 
the silence of the night 
shatter the wood house 
and have you buried in the debris of the ruin 
and we shall build another, firmer. 



The morning sun was still buried in the entrails of the distant 
horizon. Above, a few patches of faint sky fought an army of dark 
clouds hurrying towards the east in readiness for a clash with the 
advancing daylight. Few early birds could be seen working out, 
preparing for the day's labour in far away maize farms. Some 
others, perhaps the young ones, only sang. I guessed they either 
had no choirmaster, or he was drunk, or mad. Our neighbours 
were still asleep. Even uncle Mike too. Traditionally, he woke up 
first in the yard and he never missed the early morning BBC 
broadcast. I doubted that he ever tuned to any other station, 
except during the occasional coups d'etat. My little brothers, 
Uche and Nnamdi, ordinarily, would have sulked ceaselessly for 
being out of bed that early, but excitement could be seen in 
every move they made that morning. Even Tito, our hali cast 
Alsatian who slept like a human being was up, like everyone 
else. Uche and Nnamdi rummaged through every box in the 
house, not sparing my father's, search~ng for my personal things 
that I may have missed out. Tito was far more excited. He 
swished his hairy tail endlessly as he made several attempts to 
wallow in the pile of clothes scattered on the floor. Occasionally, 
he would catch my trouser In his jaws and let me drag him along 
as though he was training to be a guard dog. 

In the sitting room, my parents discussed in very low tones. 
All the unrestrained gaiety of Tito and my brothers and even the 
birds outside died from the numbing impact of my parents 
solemn voices. My father's deep baritone engaged the silence in 



there, though I could not make out, even when I strained my 
ears, what it was they talked about. 1 listened with the attention 
of a priest hearing the confessions of a dying old man, but the 
muffled sounds that came back told me of my failure. In 
r-esignation, I decided that the rare consultation must have been 
occasioned by my trip to Lagos. My heartbeat stopped, then 
doubled. My adrenal could have ruptured) and a cold shudder 
ran through the length of my spine as my lips formed the word 
and my brain some unclear pictures. With an effort, I resumed 
my packing, with my brothers, and Tito. 

But I could not help thinking about my mother's face when I 
saw her that morning. Something in it made me very uneasy. 1 
could not divine what it was. She had said nothing to me since. 
Even when I had greeted her, she had answered with a gravity 
that had no precedence, though she looked at me directly in the 
eyes. I thought she hadn't heard me, but I did not repeat my 
greeting. I had seen many things in her eyes that left me worried. 
At one time they were like Tito's the day he was nearly run over 
by a careless driver; at another, they were dilated like a blue- 
eyed French doll's. They were cold and unblinking. The last 
time, and I am sure it was the first, I saw those things in her eyes 
was when my little sister, Ngozi, died of measles two years after 
the war. I was barely six then, but the face of my mother which 
my young eyes saw then was painted bold like graffiti on the 
walls of my memory. 

"What is wrong, mama?" I asked, as I brought my bag out to 
the sitting room. 

"She has a fever, a mild headache," came my father's voice as 
he made his way to my mother's side. His mood equalled the 
sombre tone of his voice and neither could be linked to the usual 
dullness that followed an interrupted morning sleep. Looking at 
both of them, mother sitting on a wooden chair, and father's right 
hand on her shoulder, a melancholic mist hovered over them; I 



could not restrain my thoughts from reaching for those portraits 1 

of American peasants by Grant Wood. The mist dissolved the two , 
figures into patches of cold venetian blues and trembling carmine 
reds as if they were a still-life set for an exercise in colour theory. 
I could feel anxiety separating, yet binding the complementary 
colours, till they mixed and coagulated into a black, sticky ; 
substance. I began to sigh but the voice of a bird called back my ' 
parents from the growing wet blackness. The solemn clarity of 
the sound made me think it was an owl's although my father 
once said that those harbingers of death do not visit homes 
during the dry season. I had believed him, but when I saw his 
hand tighten its hold on my mother's shoulder I wasn't sure any 
more. Mama started saying something. 

"She will be all right. It's just em. . . are you set?" He looked 
at his wrist. His watch was not there, but he was not surprised. 

"Yes Papa." I looked around the room. 
My mother iighed as she struggled to her, feet with unusual 

difficulty as if she had aged overnight. She looked at me but her 
eyes seemed to see beyond me. She made to her room as in a 
trance. "Just a minute, Papa". I dropped my bag and went to my 
mother's room. She sat at the edge of the huge bed, with a pillow 
held to her bossom and her eyes fixed on the small framed black 
and white family photograph that was taken after the war. She 
was smiling. Even little Ngozi in her arms was smiling. It took the 
power of death to kill that smile on mother's face and smoother 
the little life out of Ngozi. That particular picture was the only 
surviving one of the beloved daughter, and mother never allowed 
it to leave the walls of her room. Never. I was struck by the 
solemnity of her uninterrupted gaze at the photograph. And I 
could even hear her heartbeat. "Mama," I whispered not wishing 
to startle her. 

"Chidi." Her voice was strange and far. "You should not travel 
today. I want you to stay with us. Please, do not leave today, my 
son. Promise me Chidi." Her eyes glistened in the poorly lit 
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