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 Poetry by Tolu Ogunlesi
Extract from The Book of Uncommon Prayer
May enemy rainbows 

Never find the skies 

Of your Immunity.

May you be absent

From the chair

On the day the barber’s clip waits, famished.

May you be missing in action

On the day a foolish partner

Seeks to warm an infected bed.

May you be on ‘hunger’ strike

On the day condoms are on sabbatical 

From the purse or wallet.

May your blood be declared Innocent

On the day the Jury of Screening Needles

Sits in judgment.

May the pen suffer amnesia

On the day your name

Seeks a listing in WHO’s Book of AIDS Statistics.

No One to Paint the Chalkboards White 
The chalkboards have no one to paint them white.

AIDS holds a steel broom beneath the Teachers' tables.

Look at the Daddies and Mummies who will never 

Again bring their children to the school gates

Hear the silence on football fields

Half eaten up by famished tombs

And the cry of Malaria dispossessed

Of hospital beds for her victims.

Condom commercials chase cartoons

Off the screen, AIDS IS REAL billboards

Block out the glory of sunset forever. A man 

Goes at dawn to bury his wife, and returns  

At sunset to await his own death. This is the age 

When Dreams have become disposable, like Condoms;

The age when the playgrounds have become orphanages

And the homework books have no one to paint them red.

Nobody Ever Says AIDS

You have stolen the best of Africa’s minds,

The brightest in the constellation.

Fela cramped dictators and Injustice

Into the winding corridors of his sax

And blew them to shreds

With lips touched by Genius.

But you proved too big

To fit into the Sax.

The list is distinguished – Yvonne Vera, 

Phaswane Mpe, Dambudzo – you hacked at the roots

Of the stories that flourished

In their minds, and breathed 

Drought upon the rainforests.

Even Madiba’s aura was not enough

To dissuade you; like Robben Island’s walls

Your aim was to cage his joy

(By plucking without pity the seed 

Of his loins.) You hold our brightest

As citizens of your sovereignty; your passports 

Forced into their hands by Ignorance – 

Your untiring envoy. Nobody ever says AIDS, no,

Not until it has ripened loss, to an eye-hurting yellow.
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