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UDUMA KALU

A Sigh Silenced in the Dust

[ e

A flushing fire ball; a whirling wind

A gush of lightening; a clap of thunder
A storm in the sun.

And a sigh silenced in the dust.

There is darkness now, my dear dancer,

There are dumb faces now blinking like silent columns of cattle,
A silence glittering in the dark, a sound silenced in mid-air; a
ship caught in the sand.

Now you are a receding mask.
Sand now eats your feet away.
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Beyond the River

Beyond the river, there is dust
beneath this dust is death
in a wilting field.

Beyond death is spring
sparkling like glass,
as white doves chirrup around the flowery banks.

Before the spring

a lean, white tree towers above the dust,
without life, without form,

like water.

[ may be lurking beneath this river,
silently, I may be pronounced dead.

Still, the spring sparkles in the sun,
clear, like glass.
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CHUKWUDI ANTHONY NJOKU

London Rats

LLondon rats

Come in different sizes and colours.

And. my God, weights!

Some are generously hairy, like Ayakata masquerade
Others are as nude as the perennial cold allows them
Some are fleshy, rounded and smooth like odu

Some are small and nimble like the lineage of uze
Some smell worse than nkakwu

Others exude the attractive fragrance of the hibiscus
Some are young and playful

Others have irrepressible wrinkled evidence etched on their
weary faces

Their eyes darting with loaded experience

Yet, they all cherish the spacious labyrinth holes
Punctuating the sprawling landscape of central London

Their telling eyes reflect now their rosy dreams, now their
anxiety

and for good measure also their different degrees of readiness

to mate, in this free space, where they are allowed anonymity, in
spite of our presence!

Generally, they are nimble creatures, familiar with the numerous
contours of their mazy and sometimes messy holes

watch them dart about, with fascinating zest,

as they klock in and klock out
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submerge and re-surface to catch some air, almost child-like in
their excitement

and at home with their fate as rats

engaged in what else but rat-race

The tube people do not care, I presume,

watching London rats daily can be quite a sports and distraction
from the drone of waiting at the gates of the tube for their many
customers.

the tube is after all good business

better let the London rats alone in their different

and, yes, strange world, for we are not like them.

and in any case they are here to stay, watch their growing,
breeding curve, 3

even as the union of rats expands with gusto.

Return the gaze!

Return the gaze!

I see,

Yes, I see my people

Yes, I see us

Bowing to their withering look

Li<e prisoners of war

Li%e castrated subjects

Like dumb and deaf people

Acraid to return their condescending
And destructive gaze

Hoping eternally they will repent and cast
More loving and friendly looks

[t makes me laugh
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an a hungry lion really love a lamb?
_an a snake caress a rat in its hole?
“an a predator ever shake a friendly hand with its prey?

Return the gaze!

ake your freedom

sive value to your name

‘njoy the fragrance of your presence
hun their conspiratory praises
lemember your name

\nd your clan

\nd your history

\nd your colour

\nd your honour

oll out your own agenda
‘onstruct your own highway
‘0 your future

.eturn the gaze

.eturn the jokes

.nd the aspersions

lake your presence felt

ut a bounce on your walk

ower your expectations

f these greedy lot

hese truly hungry lot

nese inhuman lot

1ese generation searching for a lost soul

turn the gaze
ad firmly rake your freedom.



Okike 6

Wake Up Song

Hear the drums roll

and burst their ballet
Come folks!

Their rock ‘n’ roll

Will burn your soul,

give you sleep of tongue
and lead you to wrong.
Come folks!

our Jazz will dazzle them.

Gongs sing such songs

that will lead you home,

and you will no more roam.
Come folks!

Hear the tom-tom tap

and rouse you from

the opium of their harp.
Come eat the food of soul.
Iet calypso make you whole.

Africa calls you!

We have work to do.

Disco lights will make you blind.
Come see stars smile,

Come find true light.
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NGOZI OBASI AWA

Hammer in the Hamlet
[Dennis Brutus]

Subtle hammer in the Hamlet:

Your black box emits pungent codes
loud enough to drown daggers of cruelty
leech-erous limpets raping our plane

Subtle hammer in the Hamlet:

Your stubborn strokes supercharged with finesse
slaps slumberous brains to memorize our reality
snug-scissored sludge-sodden-slums

Subtle hammer in the Hamlet:

Your manacled mute-roaring rebellion empowers

capping bastions to bleed beasts low in morality
fumigating furiously from your fuselages bruised plane
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Saddened for my burden :
Ladened with great love
His tears, my elixir

Light my path

Saddled with a burden
Lacerated for his love
His agony, my elixir
Gives me hope

Slaughtered for my burden
Liquidated for his love
His blood, my elixir
Ransoms my soul.
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l Wishes

N N W ey

The drums rolled, the trumpet blasted and the cymbals clashed
to conclude the national anthem. The large body of students
roared uproariously in patriotic fervour, as the audience resumed
their seats. A modulated murmur filled the auditorium as the
compere stepped up to the lectern. He blew into the
microphone, tapped it once or twice and the audience held their
breath.

“My lords spiritual and temporal, ladies and gentlemen,
you are welcome to the fiftieth Annual Academic Excellence
Award. For half a century, it has become the tradition to
convoke this annual ritual, when everything is put aside, to
celebrate the virtue of excellence and hard work...”

In the front row were seated the Chancellor of the
university, a monarch of an ancient dynasty, to his right the
Vice-Chancellor and to his left, the Pro-Chancellor, a seasoned
but retired professor. Around them were the principal officers,
deans and dons. On the front row also were four nominees for
the much revered doctorate degree of the university. These
honours would be conferred the next morning during the
convocation ceremony.

The four thousand capacity hall was filled with award
winners, their guests, students, alumni, and other members of
the university community. “This evening is not for
speechmaking. It is meant for the presentation of prizes. As is
the tradition, we will start from the Faculty of Agriculture.”
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The compere began to call out the names of best students
in the constituent departments of that faculty. As their names
were mentioned, the students walked down the aisle to the stage.
shook hands with and collected their awards from the vice-
chancellor. Soon, it got to the Faculty of Engineering.

“Department of Electronic Engineering: Mr. Thomas
Johnson.” The body of students erupted, chanting: “Guru!
Guru!” drowning the auditorium. A young man, in his early
twenties, walked down the aisle in his academic robe and up the
stage. He shook the vice-chancellor, collected his award, turned
to the cheering students, bowed at his waist and doffed his cap.
The students screamed in appreciation as the whole auditorium
applauded him. Soon enough, the departmental awards were
rounded off. The Music Department Orchestra struck up a
popular high life tune for an interlude.

“Ladies and gentlemen, now we move to the second
segment of our programme for this evening: The Faculty Prizes.
These prizes are awarded to the best student in each faculty.
Some of these awards are endowments by individuals,
companies and organizations.  However, some are still
underwritten by the university. We invite you to come and
sponsor these awards. Now, ladies and gentlemen, let us begin
from the beginning.

“The Faculty of Agriculture: the Food and Agriculture
Organization award...”

The compere ran his handkerchief over his face, dusted
the lapels of his jacket and blew into the microphone. The
auditorium became quiet.

“The Faculty of Engineering. My lords, ladies and
gentlemen, permit me to inform you that history is being made
tonight. Not once in the half century history of this ivory tower
has one individual shown such a superlative academic
performance.

['ll stop here to allow you observe for yourselves first hand,
what I have found so difficult to express with words.
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“The Federal Ministry of Works Prizes for Engineering:
Mr. Thomas Johnson.”

The auditorium erupted in a thundering applause. “Guru!
Guru! Guru!” poured forth from the balconies occupied by
students. The young man got up from his seat and walked to the
stage. He bowed slightly at his waist, shook the Pro-Chancellor
and collected his award. He turned to face the audience, kissed
his prize and raised it to them. They showed their appreciation
with a resounding applause. As Thomas Johnson walked back
to his seat, the compere called out the next prize.

“The Trion Prize for Software Engineering: Mr. Thomas
Johnson.”

Thomas Johnson who was still advancing towards his
seat stood still. Then he turned around to face the stage, as a
spate of clapping swept swiftly through the auditorium; rising to
a climax. He handed his prize to someone and proceeded down
stage. There was a brief rumble of drums and a clash of
cymbals. He mounted the stage and the smiling Pro-Chancellor
shook his hand and embraced him. At that moment of contact,
the audience moaned ecstatically. They drew apart and the Pro-
Chancellor handed him the prize. Thomas Johnson with a smile
playing around his lips scrutinized the prize then pushed it to the
audience and brought it close to his chest. He walked down
stage. The compere quickly walked to the lectern and peered
through his papers.

“Don’t be in a hurry young man,” he said, “we still need
your attention here,”

Thomas Johnson walked back up stage and stood beside
the compere. The compere cleared his throat and said:

“Ladies and gentlemen, the Nitelcom Prize for Integrated
Engineering Design. This time around, we have joint winners.
They are Agatha Nwaoha and ... Thomas Johnson.”

A young lady stepped out into the aisle and walked to the
stage. Thomas Johnson moved forward, offered his hand to
help her up stage.
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“One would have imagined that engineering is
essentially a masculine preoccupation. But tonight we have seen
this myth being demystified. Mr. Pro-Chancellor sir...”

The Pro-Chancellor came forward with a prize. There
was a moment of hesitation between the two award winners.
Who would accept first? Thomas Johnson urged Agatha
Nwaoha towards the Pro-Chancellor. She received her prize
and stepped back. Then he collected his prize and joined her. In
unison they lifted their awards and showed them to the
audience. In a hail of glory, they came down the stage and
walked to their seats as Thomas scanned the auditorium briskly
for someone.

Early one morning, over twenty years ago, a priest
picked up a new born baby abandoned in his church compound
on his way to celebrate mass. He took the baby to the diocesan
motherless babies home, after baptizing him. He paid the baby
a visit everyday except when he was out of town. When the boy
was old enough to begin schooling, the priest sent him to the
best school in town. There his teachers discovered and nurtured
his precocious abilities.

On his tenth birthday, he moved in with the priest. The
next week he was sent to a Marist Brothers run school with
boarding facilities. During his holidays, he came back to the
parish house, where the priest assisted by seminarians continued
the good job of burnishing, where his teachers left off. In the
morning he started with a dose of prayers and the celebration of
mass. In the evenings he was fed a diet of lawn tennis and at
night he was taught the rudiments of chess and scrabble. Soon
ne mastered these games and began to trounce his mentors. The
priest sent him to summer tennis clinics and he became the
regional junior champion. In his final year, he became the
national junior champion.

He left secondary school with the best result that year.
At seventeen, he got admitted into the university to read
engineering. This time the priest, who had risen to the rank of
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monsignor, made sure he lacked nothing. The young man
devoted his time to his studies and scored the maximum points
available in all his courses. He spent the evening on the tennis
courts honing his skills. In his sophomore year, he won a gold
medal at the National Universities Games. At the same time, his
chess playing ability became unassailable, he became the school
captain.

In his final year, it was taken for granted that he would
score the maximum academic points. He represented the
country at the Chess Olympiad and won a gold medal in tennis
at the World Universities Games. He was elected President of
Engineering Students Association.

The keyboard gradually set a background against which
the oboe, clarinet and flutes wove in and out. The trumpet
blasted now and again as the congas maintained a rhythmic
pace. The talking drums chanted incantations that only an
oracle could decipher. The string instruments delicately tied all
these movements together as the soloist sang the misery of an
orphaned child, left to his step-mother and an unsympathetic
world. The wand wielding hand of the conductor held sway,
conjuring rhythm and harmony from disparate elements.
Finally, the soloist accompanied by the talking drums described
a happy denouement, mediated by benevolent spirits, for the
orphan. Then, the orchestra rushed into a crescendo ending with
a cataclysmic clash of cymbals.

The audience gave the orchestra a standing ovation.

“It would be an understatement if I say that this beautiful
rendition by the students of the music department has set an
appropriate tone for the third and final segment of this event:
The University Awards. These honours are reserved for the best
among the very best, the primus inter pares. 1 now invite his
Royal Majesty, the Chancellor to present these awards to the
recipients.
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Thomas Johnson received five of the ten awards. These
were Sports Man of the Year, Nelson Mandela Prize for
Leadership, National Technology Prize, Nnamdi Azikiwe Prize
for Academic Excellence and Best Over All Graduating Student
Prize.

As he handed the last prize to Thomas Johnson, the
monarch had only one thought in mind:

With a son like this, he would wait calmly for death,
knowing that his ancestral dynasty would not be overrun by
time. With an heir apparent like this young man, his throne
would seek and gain constitutional recognition. A son like this
would act as the wedge that would stop his legacy from slipping
into irrelevance.

At about the same time, the Dean of the Faculty of
Engineering looked back at his thirty years of lecturing in
universities around the world and realised that there had been no
phenomenon like this boy. It was in his course that Thomas
Johnson scored his ‘B’ grade. He did not now regret his
decision to penalize him gravely for a minor error. Indeed, now
he felt greatly justified.

His head of department mused over the idea of
encouraging Thomas Johnson to remain in the Faculty. At least
the students would have an icon to look up to. After his first
semester in the department, it dawned on the head of department
that he would break the twenty one year old academic record
performance, which had remained seemingly invincible. He
would convince the senate and council to rescind the embargo
placed on employment. He considered this issue again and
realised his effort might be futile. Scholars like this chap never
‘emained in the ivory towers. Soon enough, tantalising offers,
incomparable with the stipend lecturers receive, would come
from every direction.

The world-renowned inventor and professor of robotics,
nominated for a Honorary Doctor of Science, resolved to make
an offer to Thomas Johnson. A few months of internship in his
laboratories will expose him to on-going projects. Then he
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would send him to one of the Ivy League universities for his
masters degree. After this, he would set him loose among his
state of the art equipment in his laboratories. The professor
knew his own abilities, but this young man stood for immense
possibilities. He had kept several seminal ideas on hold for lack
of time to exploit them. But with this chap, laden with native
intelligence, and insightful brilliance, and an understanding of
technological principles and concepts, in his stable he would
give his rivals sleepless nights.

Standing up, the whole auditorium rendered the
university anthem, accompanied by the orchestra, to signify the
end of the ceremony. As people made their way out of the
auditorium, a soft ballad serenaded the atmosphere. Thomas
Johnson looked expectantly around the auditorium, at the
dispersing crowd. His laurels were neatly stacked in front of
him. He knew it was not beyond the monsignor to lose himself
among the crowd, in anonymity. Then at the very end come out
to spring a surprise on him. But the experience would have been
different if he was seated right beside him. They would have
exchanged banters and shared observations. Then, knowing that
the architect of his achievements was beside him as he reaped
the benefits of his effort would have been mutually fulfilling for
both of them.

He saw the curate waving at him from the other end of
the hall; wading against the tide of dispersing people. Now he
realised the monsignor had not come after all. A cloud
descended on him and he felt lonesome. He had sent an
invitation card to the monsignor early enough. A few days ago,
when they spoke by telephone, the monsignor had assured him
he would be present.

At that moment, the mortar with which he had built his
stoic frame of mind gave way. His reasoning took a sudden
cynical twist. Perhaps the archbishop had delegated the
monsignor on a very important ecclesiastic mission. The
monsignor in turn sent the curate to deputise for him at this
equally important ceremony. So, after all these years together,
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the monsignor had not developed that paternal feeling or bc
His actions had been based purely on the concept of doing w
a concomitant aspect of his profession. He was just one am
the proverbial flock. A veil he never knew existed had just b
shredded from the face of his consciousness. He wished
knew his parents. Nothing would have stopped them fr
gracing this event — the defining moment of his life. At le.
his upbringing would not have been reduced to just anot
missionary accomplishment. He squinted several times to cl
his now misty eyes. As the curate put his arm over
shoulders, he sank into a seat.
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DON BURNESS

The Moroccan Belly Dancer

demure coquettish

lovely and lithe

The swinging, swaying of her body
sings to the pulsing rhythm

of the music

habibi habibi

the elegance, the refinement, the beauty
the seductiveness of the dance

the audience entranced

habibi habibi

as she twirls whirls—her scarf unfurls
habibi habibi

she steps, stops ... and starts again
her body

habibi habibi

now bending softly

like the date palms

in the desert in Tozew
caressed by the Saharan breeze
she knows how to please
telling

with her feet, her hips, her hands
stories carried across the sands
over centuries

from Berber village

to the souls of Tabriz

habibi habibi
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the monsignor had not developed that paternal feeling or bond.
His actions had been based purely on the concept of doing well,
a concomitant aspect of his profession. He was just one among
the proverbial flock. A veil he never knew existed had just been
shredded from the face of his consciousness. He wished he
knew his parents. Nothing would have stopped them from
gracing this event — the defining moment of his life. At least,
his upbringing would not have been reduced to Jjust another
missionary accomplishment. He squinted several times to clear
his now misty eyes. As the curate put his arm over his
shoulders, he sank into a seat.




Okike

DON BURNESS

The Moroccan Belly Dancer

demure coquettish

lovely and lithe

The swinging, swaying of her body
sings to the pulsing rhythm
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habibi habibi

the elegance, the refinement, the beauty
the seductiveness of the dance

the audience entranced

habibi habibi

as she twirls whirls—her scarf unfurls
habibi habibi

she steps, stops ... and starts again
her body

habibi habibi
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like the date palms

in the desert in Tozew
caressed by the Saharan breeze
she knows how to please
telling

with her feet, her hips, her hands
stories carried across the sands
over centuries

from Berber village

to the souls of Tabriz

habibi habibi



Okike 18

NGOZI| EZEIBE

Tears

Heavy rain poured out of the torn sky.

Blood gushed out of the wounded skin.

Tears flowed out of a broken heart.

The sky, the skin and heart had to give way,

Ta the harsh and cruel causes that produced the flow.

Tears won’t do, regrets are useless.

The broken pot cannot be mended.

The water flowing in many directions is indifferent.

It cannot be gathered, though wedges are put in place.

What were the missing steps?

Did the pot tilt from the head?

Or did the head shift from its position?

No! pressure from without robbed the head of the wisdom.
So much cherished by all.

Though difficult, a new beginning has to be made.
Though far, a trip to the potter has to be made.
Though costly, a new pot has to be purchased

A journey to the stream is a must,

But this time, the water has to be esteemed.
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NDUBUISI ALUU ORJI

Reflections on Tinted Glasses

The governor has chosen a hot day
to visit.
Hot vapours suffuse from the
shimmering coal-tar.
The dancing women steaming with sweat
Have danced for hours
Yet the governor has not come.

The peasant fathers bearing their
children on their shoulders

Have stood for hours

Waving flags and chanting slogans

Yet the governor has not come.

Then,

Suddenly
Expectant ears
Decipher sirens from a far

FRENZY!!

The dancing women fly into
Convulsive gyrations

The peasant fathers waving the
Party colour

Break into an uproar
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The governor has arrived

His well rehearsed speech
Raises well rehearsed applause

As he leaves

He waves once

Then as the well oiled glasses of
His car roll up

The dancing women

The sweating fathers

The waving children

Once again become

Mere reflections on tinted glasses
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TONY E. AFEJUKU

| The Use of Suspense in Three African Autobiographies
|
|

Abstract

This essay argues that The African Child, Down Second Avenue
and Ake: The Years of Childhood are three African literary
autobiographies, which gain distinctiveness from the effective
way in which their authors employ the novelistic device of
suspense to underscore their artistry. It affirms that the
autobiographers’ use of this narrative device generates great
interest in the reader who cannot but see and accept the texts as
significant aesthetic expression of a lived experience and reality.

The Guinean Camara Laye's The African Child, the
South African Ezekiel Mphahlele’s Down Second Avenue and
the Nigerian Wole Soyinka's Ake: The Years of Childhood are
three African autobiographies in which the autobiographers
faithfully employ the style of novelistic narration. And one
novelistic device which is a distinctive feature of their
autobiographies is suspense, a narrative device the writers
employ in their respective ways with admirable conscious
artistry. Thus to study the use of this device in these texts is to
examine their status as written literary narratives at a significant
aesthetic level, which is what this essay seeks to do.

In a dictionary of literary terms we read the following
definition of suspense: “The condition of wanting to know what
will happen or expecting something to happen in a narrative”
(202). This definition is similar to an earlier one by Daiches
who wrote that “suspense is an intensification of interest in what
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happens next, and is necessary in some degree for all drama and
most fiction” (232). Suspense in any narrative can be abrupt or
prolonged. Abrupt suspense can be achieved in short, brief
scenes while prolonged suspense can be achieved in lengthy
scenes or throughout the narrative, as will be revealed in the
texts under study.

In The African Child, the opening snake scene is
remarkable for its abrupt suspense and dramatic appeal.
Emotional tension, anxiety and excitement are skillfully
generated in the reader by the deliberate withholding of
pertinent information until the end of the scene.

As the five-or-six-year old Laye approaches the snake,
the reader is eager to know what will happen to him. Will the
snake bite him or simply crawl away? Will it bury its mortal
fangs in his hand before any help comes? Will the boy be
saved? Not until we get to‘the end of the passage do we know
what exactly happens: just as he suddenly and unexpectedly sees
the snake creeping round his father’s hut, so also is he suddenly
and unexpectedly saved from the moral snake whose eyes were
“glittering with voluptuous bliss:” “The apprentice shouted to
my father, and almost at once I felt myself lifted off my feet; I
was safe in the arms of one of my father’s friends!” (11). Laye,
it should be noted, could easily have narrated his story by
glossing over the incident without necessarily building up the
reader’s expectation to peak of intensity, but this he does not do.
This is partly because the incident was such a remarkable
experience that could not be easily glossed over or hastily
mentioned but more importantly, because it would not have
yielded the reader any aesthetic enjoyment and the kind of
emotional involvement noticed in the passage.

Now a further question to ask: after his rescue and the
warning he gets from his mother, will Laye try to play with a
snake in future? The reader is not kept waiting for too long, for
in Laye’s own words: “Ever since the day [ had been forbidden
to play with snakes, I would run to my mother as soon as I saw
one.
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“There’s a snake!” I would cry.” (15)

As we continue our reading of the book, it becomes clear
that suspense is a conscious artistic device employed In its
narrative progression. The use of prolonged suspense, we
discover, enables us to trace the growth of the child as borne out
by his relationship with his father and mother. Both persons, it
should be pointed out here, represent different values in the
book. While the mother stands for traditional values, the father
represents ambition and pre-eminence. Now, who will play a
more dominant role in the life of Laye? Is it the mother or the
father?

Very early in the book, the father rightly foresees that
Laye will follow the path of ambition and pre-eminence
symbolized by the Western school: *” You are all day at school,
and one day you shall depart from the school for a greater one.
You will leave me little one ...”” (20). Although the father
regrets the inevitable separation and alienation that will arise
from this, he encourages his son. Of course, the latter is equally
touched by the thought of leaving his family. Alone in bed,
after the discussion he had with his father, he moans thus:
‘“’Father! ... Father! ... Father, what must I do, what is the right
thing to do?’” (21). But it is the mother who seems to supply
the answer at this early stage. She wants him to remain in
Kouroussa and to inherit the family occupation. It is for this
reason that she always encourages him on vacations to go to her
village of Tindican where, unlike Kouroussa, the “life of the
countryside” and other “wonderful things’ are still very much
intact. It cannot be gainsaid that Laye loves the countryside
which fills him with “rapturous delight” (34). He is particularly
fascinated by the harvesting of rice which enables the workers
to “lose the sense of their separateness,” and to express their
“oneness by means of song” (Carrol 132): “they were singing in
chorus, and reaping in unison: their voices and their gestures
were all harmonious, and in harmony; they were one-united by
the same task, united by the same song” (51). Will Laye fully
accept this life and stay permanently in Tindican? Will he reject
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the path that leads to ambition and pre-eminence which his
father has chosen for him? Choosing between his father’s and
mother’s irreconcilable values is the real tug-of-war of the
autobiography. Everything else seems to be subordinated to it.

The suspense which originates from this is a prolonged
one, and it is deliberately employed to sustain the reader’s
interest in the book; it only subsides at the tail end of the book
when Laye departs from Guinea for France for higher education,
an indication that he chooses his father’s values. But before we
get to this point in the story Laye, by sheer contrivance, shows
us that he is a precocious child: he observes things carefully, he
asks questions, and on the basis of the responses he gets, he is
able to contrast and choose between the two values. The careful
comparison of the traditional institution and French school
which takes place in the middle of the narrative is also part of
the contrivance that shows his disengagement from the values of
his mother. After the traditional initiation rites he ceases to be a
child and whatever influence the mother has over him now
wanes; his father, on the other hand, becomes more dominant
and encourages him further in his education. The French school
he now attends in Kouroussa is notorious for the cruelty,
tyranny and arbitrary behaviour of the big boys which contrast
with and make mockery of the earlier delightful harvest scene at
Tindican. Yet Laye continues in the school and drops the
fleeting idea of quitting after the father chastises the headmaster
who gave the senior boys so much licence to do as they pleased
with the junior ones. It is significant that it is from this school
that he proceeds to Conakry and later on to France in
continuation of his education. Of course, the book ends here,
that is, with his departure for France, but the reader might still
be tempted to ask: how will Laye fare there? The suspense
definitely continues, and the three dots, which close the book,
affirm its suspenseful ending.

In Down Second Avenue, Mphahlele, unlike Laye,
deliberately makes use of digressions to create and prolong his
suspense. Often these digressions seem sudden and
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disconnected, thus suggesting the episodic nature of the
narrative with its characteristic paucity of information. Yet
Mphahlele’s mastery of this manner of writing, as revealed in
this autobiography at least,' is such that whatever he “bounces
off” (be it subject-matter, character or situation) is never left
hanging or unconcluded even if it is not developed fully
eventually. In characteristic style, he always comes back, after
whetting the reader’s appetite, to supply the pertinent
information:

The class teacher said I was backward. The
principal said I was backward. My aunt
said 1 was backward. So said everybody.
Mother didn’t know. I had no choice but to
acknowledge it. So when I was placed in
Standard Three instead of continuing from
Standard Four, it didn’t occur to me that
they might be wrong. (47)

This is how chapter seven of the book entitled
“Backward Child” begins. Now the reader is anxious to follow
the process through which he was transformed from a backward
child to a brilliant adult and successful autobiographer. Rather
than going into this story of his backwardness straightaway
Mphahlele digresses to tell us about Kuzuwi, his strict teacher,
who for some unknown reason, caned his niece, Fluenza, harder
than any pupil in the class. From here he bounces off to tell us
about his playmate Moloi with whom he picks “stray carrots,
over-ripe tomatoes and so on to eat in between drives to the
suburbs™ (50). We are also told of his other friends with whom
he as well as Moloi regularly goes to the cinema. We learn that
he is “important and useful” to the boys because they rely on
him “to read the dialogue and titles on the screen aloud so that
they might follow all the story” (50). All these take place in a
chapter of roughly four-and-a-half pages. The main topic of the
chapter which is about his backwardness is never mentioned
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until the end. And this 1s done in just a paragraph in an
endeavour to explain why he is such a fast reader of film
dialogues and titles.

The truth of it was that I used to pick up my
piece of printed paper to read, whatever it
was! It became a mania with me. I couldn’t
let printed matter pass. I felt inferior to
most of my class at school. I was pretty
poor in English, which was the medium of
instruction. I read, and read, till it hurt. But
I also got a good deal of pleasure out of it.
And I felt proud because I was overcoming
my backwardness. (51)

Although skimpily put, the reader now knows why he
was regarded as a backward child: because he was “pretty poor
in English, which was the medium of instruction.” The reader
now knows how he tried to overcome his backwardness: he
“read, and read, till it hurt.” This definitely says something
about his character; it shows that perseverance is characteristic
of his personality. It also prepares the reader for total reversal
of fortune at the end. But when did he completely overcome his
backwardness and no longer feel “inferior to most of my class at
school?” The reader is kept in suspense and never knows this
until chapter thirteen after another series of digressions:

In Standard Six I felt as if a great light of
dawn had flashed into me. In spite of
harassing conditions at home, my school
career was taking on a definite shape. What
had earlier on been a broad and obtuse light,
was narrowing, sharpening and finding a
point of focus. As far as my performance in
various subjects was concerned, I was well
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ahead of my class-mates — in every subject
but arithmetic. (86)

This passage, again a skimpy one, is supposed to be part
of the “Backward Child” story mentioned in chapter seven. In
fact, everything from page 82 up to this present passage is
supposed to be part of that chapter, but because Mphahlele
consciously strives to whet the reader’s appetite and to achieve
narrative progression by means of suspenseful digression he lets
it leap, unduly I think, from there to chapter thirteen.

The acme of this style is Mphahlele’s love-relationship
with Rebone, his class-mate. This is first hinted at on page 58:
“One afternoon we were all feeling drowsy and heavy in class
because of the mid-summer heat. I wrote a short note. [/ love
you — Eseki, which I gave to some one behind me to pass it over
to Rebone two rows behind me.” Naturally, Rebone rejects his
love, but gradually both become close friends. They share one
another’s secrets and fears but they are not lovers in the strict
sense of the word. Of course, Mphahlele keeps on hoping that
he would win her eventually. And the reader is anxious to know
when this will happen, or how exactly the relationship will end.
The reader is kept waiting for long — until page 154 when, after
a series of digressions, Mphahlele falls in love with another
woman whom he eventually marries. At this point in the
narrative Mphahlele (as well as the reader) is taken by surprise:
Rebone who has all along rejected Mphahlele’s love writes him
a “long, long letter” telling him “how passionately she loved”
him. Now, will Mphahlele fall back on his ‘pact” with Rebecca,
his new love? This time the reader is not kept waiting for long
for an answer:

I couldn’t fall back on my pact with
Rebecca: I didn’t really want to. No, I
couldn’t retrace my steps, even for the sheer
exercise of it. Still, I knew it wasn’t’ going
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to be easy driving Rebone out of my
thoughts (154).

Eventually, death sweeps Rebone off Mphahlele’s thoughts
(157) and the whole sequence, which is told in bits and pieces,
ends.

Apart from enhancing the reader’s interest in the
narrative, the overall effect of Mphahlele’s suspenseful
digression is that it tends to impose form on the
autobiographical material. Thus one gets the feeling that it
“interferes with the truth of its matter and turn [s] it into fiction™
(Izevbaye 13).

In Ake, Soyinka also employs digressions to create and
prolong his suspense. But his digressions are not as abrupt and
are not as devoid of foreshadowing — *“hints of what is to
come” (Chatman 59) — as Mphahlele‘s. Moreover, they are not
as devoid of details as the Jatter’s. Soyinka can begin a chapter
by focusing on a topic or character or situation. In doing any of
these, he can supply information and possible hints of what is to
come. At a point where the reader thinks his build-up will
approach a climax or at least terminate, he leaps and then starts
talking, again elaborately, or something else before coming back
to his original concern. Of course, at this stage the reader wants
to see the expected termination or climax, but after another
elaboration and filling-in of details which he did not originally
supply. he would again leap and “wield the weapon of
suspense,” as Forster would say (41). However, in the end.
more often than not, there is a denouement but this is after he
has sufficiently aroused the reader’s interest in what he is saying
with his build-up and leap tool. This is specially evident in
chapters thirteen, fourteen and fifteen where we have the story
of the Women’s Movement and the women’s quarrel with the
Alake, his chiefs and the Ogboni. The Movement was founded
by Mrs. Kuti and a few other women, including Soyinka’s
mother to take care of the general interest of women in
Egbaland. The Movement’s main quarrel, however, was against
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the taxation system as it affected women. The women
considered it oppressive and exploitative and were ready to rise
and revolt against the Government, that is, the Alake and the
Colonial administration. The reader was first given hint of this
on page 182, but it is not as from page 202 onwards, after a
series of digressions and very detailed information and
background material in respect of the women'’s other grievances
and resolution, that we see them march to the Palace of the
Alake to press for their demand:

Enough! We’ve heard enough. Oya en so

I’ Ake! (It's time. Let us march on Ake).
The women rose in a body. Hands flew to
Heads and off came the head-ties, unfurling
In the air like hundreds of banners ...
Kemberi leading the way, they poured out of
The grammar school compound, filled the
Streets and marched towards the palace at
Ake. (202)

At this point in the narrative the reader, already filled
with tension and excitement, is eager to see the climactic scene
of confrontation between the women and the Alake and his
chiefs, all of whom belong to the secret Ogboni, “male cult with
the task of carrying out sentences” (203). Soyinka handles the
scene scrupulously. Emotional tension and excitement are
generated by the shifting of attention to and from the pleading
Alake to the women’s spokespersons — Kemberi and Wild
Christian — with increasing pace, until the arrival of their
leader, Mrs. Kuti, whose sheer presence alone further charges
the already tense atmosphere. Her show-down with the rude
white District Officer who comes with policemen to exert
pressure on the women to stop their demonstration is the first
real sign of the looming danger and violence. But what really
worsens matters is the insolence of the Balogun (war lord) of
one of the Egba districts:
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