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Th i s  nov e l l a  covers t he l i f e o f  Abeba W i l l i ams 
Tor c h  f rom her c h i l d hood in No r t h  C a ro l i n a  to h e r  
deat h a t  a f a i r l y  you n g  a g e  i n  H ar l em . The po t en t i a l  
f o r  a f u l l y  r ea l i zed n ov e l  i s  e v e rywh e r e  i n  t h i s  book , 
but b e c au s e  t h e  au t h o r  c h o s e  n o t  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  d et a i l  
wh i c h  wou l d  make i t  s o , t h e  e f f e c t  i s  u n s a t i s f y i n g . 

The e v e n t s  o f  Abeba ' s  l i f e are d r am a t i c . S h e  i s  
l e f t  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  b i r t h  w i t h  a n  o l d  m i dw i f e  who l o v ­
i n g l y  c a r e s  for h e r  u n t i l  h e r  mo t h e r  r e c l a im s  h e r  t o  
l iv e  i n  H a r l em . H e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h e r  mo t he r  i s  
marked b y  du t y , n o t  l ov e , a n d  a s  a c o n s e q u e n c e , Abeb a 
ma r r i e s  e a r l y  and sub s e q u e n t l y  h a s  a l a rge a n d  h ap p y  
f am i l y . I n  t h e  proc e s s , s h e  aba ndo n s  a po t e n t i a l  
c a r e e r  a s  a c o n c e r t  p i an i s t . 

Though Abeba i s  t h e  c e n t r a l  c h a r ac t er , o n l y  
o c c a s i o n a l l y  d o e s  t h e  r e a d e r  l ea r n  how s h e  f e e l s  
abou t wha t happe n s  t o  h e r . T h e  r e ad e r  n e v e r  l e a r n s  
whe t h e r  o r  n o t  Abeba f e e l s  c o n f l i c t  abou t t h e  c h o i c e 
betwe e n  c a r e e r  a n d  f am i l y . n o r  h ow s h e  f e l t  about 
her mar r i age . The t r i a l s  o f  r e a r i n g  a l a rge f am i l y  
are a l so n o t  d ea l t  w i t h  i n  a n y  d e t a i l .  

O t h e r  c h a r ac t e r s  a r e  n o t  d r awn w i t h e nough 
c l a r i t y  f o r  t h e  reader t o  k n ow t h em we l l .  Dan i e l  
To r c h , Abeba ' s  husba n d , g o e s  m a d , b u t  t h e  r e a s o n s  
f o r  h i s  mad n e s s  a r e  l e f t  t o  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  u n i n f o rm e d  
specu l a t i o n . Dan i e l ' s  f am i l y  i s  i n t r o d u c e d , b u t  
on l y  b r i e f l y , a n d  w i t ho u t  d e f i n i t i on . 

T h e r e  a r e , howev e r , s om e  p a s s ag e s  o f  c r e d i b l e  
d i a l ogue wh i c h  c o n t r i bu t e  t o  t h e  expos i t i o n  o f  t he 
cu l t u r a l  l i f e  o f  A f r o - Ame r i c a n s : 

" Wh e r e  Abeb a ? "  
" I  t o l d  y o u  t h e y  we n t  t o  t ow n , J a c k so n . 

C a l m  You r s e l f . "  
" S h e  n o t  home . I was j us t  f i x i n  t o  s t o p  

by b u t  s h e  no t home . "  
H i s  mo t h e r  k e p t  w a s h i ng . 
" S h e  g o n e  n or t h ? "  
" J a c k s o n , d o n ' t  wor r y  m e  t o d a y . "  
" Wh e r e  s h e  a t ?  S h e  g o n e  n o r t h ? "  
" No t  y e t , J a c k s o n . "  
" W h en s h e  g o i n g ? "  
" A t  t h e  e n d  o f  s umm e r . "  
" How c ome Abeba g o i n g  n o r t h ? "  

T h e r e  a r e  a l s o s ome aphor i s t i c  s t a t em e n t s  wh i c h  w i l l  
l i ke l y  b e  r e p e a t e d  b y  t ho s e  who r e ad t h i s  book , f o r  
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ex amp l e : " Mu s i c  f o r  t h e  peop l e  who p r a y e d  f i r s t  f o r  
t h e  Prom i s e d  Lan d a n d  s e t t l ed f o r  t h e p r o j e c t s . "  

I n  t r y i n g  t o  p l a c e  t h i s  book w i t h i n  a g e n r e  s o  

t h at i t  m i g h t  b e  re v i ew e d  i n  a m e a n i ng f u l con t ex t . 
I was at a l os s . I t  i s  n o t  a nov e l . T h e  co n f l i c t  
o f  t he p ro t agon i s t  i s  n o t  c l ea r  a n d  t h e  on l y  a n t a g ­
on i s t  s e ems t o  b e  " l i f e , "  wh i c h i s  n o t  s p e c i f i c  e n o u g h  
f o r  t h a t  r o l e . T h e r e  i s  n o  subp l o t  t o  h e l p  d e l i n e a t e  
t h e  m a j or p l o t . T h e  au t ho r ' s  po i n t  o f  v i ew i s  n e b u ­
l ou s . Though t h e  s t o r y  i s  t o l d  f rom a n  om n i s c e n t  
p e r s p e c t i v e , t h a t  omn i s c i e n c e  i s  u n ab l e  t o  r e v e a l 
e v e r y t h i n g . T h e  p h r a s e s  f rom so n g s  wh i c h o c c u r  r e g u ­
l a r l y  t h ro u g h ou t t h e  s t o r y  a r e  t h e  o n l y  u n i f y i n g 
e l em e n t i n  t h e  book . 

Th i s  s eems t o  be a f o rm o f  o r a l s t o r y  t e l l i n g  
i n  t h e  A f r i c a n  and A f r o - Am e r i c a n  t r ad i t i o n  o f  c a l l  
a n d  r e s p o n s e . W h a t  i s  m i s s i n g ,  howeve r ,  i s  t h e  
l i s t e r n e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  i n t e r r u p t  a n d  s a y , " Bu t  w h a t 
happe n ed t o . ? "  
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