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For every professor or lecturer who has ever stood at a lectern

and chosen comfort over truth.

This book is your mirror.

Look into it while there is still time.



Acknowledgement

MY THANKS GO FIRST to the fictional University of Grebu, which gave me a room, a title, and thirty-one years of students who deserved a far better lecturer than the one they got. The university never once complained about this arrangement, which I now recognise as either remarkable patience or the simple fact that universities cannot complain. Either way, I am grateful.

To the students who turned up at the hospital ward bearing cellophane-wrapped oranges and pepper soup, as though I were a minor deity who could be appeased with citrus: you made a stronger case for grace than I ever made for organic chemistry I taught for three decades. I did nothing to deserve you crowding round Bed 7. I have no vocabulary equal to my gratitude, so I offer this book instead, which is the next best thing a dying professor can give.

To Suzan: architecture. I understand it now, in a hospital bed, far later than any sensible man should. I am sorry it took me this long to ask what held you up all those years while I assumed it was simply love. You are the most structurally sound person I have ever known, and I say that as a man who spent his career studying things that fall apart.

I have written this book on my deathbed, Bed 7 in Ward C, Grebu Central Hospital. I am using a borrowed pen to write this confession with the clarity that only arrives once there is nothing left worth protecting, and nothing left to lose by telling the truth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Preface

[image: ]


THE CONFESSION OF A Dying Professor is not, strictly speaking, a novel about death. It is a novel about the choices that make a life: the choices that a man makes when the most prestigious room available to him becomes a hiding place.

Professor Wycliff has spent thirty-one years at the University of Grebu teaching organic chemistry. He has published, chaired committees, and attended conferences in cities with better hotels than his own, and returned bearing the confidence of a man the world has repeatedly confirmed. He is dying. The tumour is terminal, and the oxygen canister beside his hospital bed hisses with the patience of everything he refused to hear.

What follows is his confession: not to God, not to any court, and not, in any redemptive sense, to himself. It is a confession to the record: the full, specific, embarrassing account of what a man can do to other people when he mistakes a podium for a life.

Why I Wrote This Book

THE ACADEMY IS FULL of Wycliffs, men and women who mistake tenure for virtue and silence for wisdom. I say this not as an accusation but as an observation about what institutions do to human beings over decades of slow, unexamined repetition. Universities produce extraordinary knowledge, and they also produce, in almost equal measure, extraordinary capacity for the performance of knowledge: the appearance of rigour without its practice, the theatre of standards without their substance.

I wrote this book because the character of Wycliff demanded to be written: a man who is not a villain, not corrupt in any dramatic or criminal sense, but whose ordinary, daily human failures: laziness dressed as rigour, vanity dressed as scholarship, absence dressed as dedication, compounded across three decades into something that caused real harm to real people.

Suzan deserved a chapter in this book. Few literary treatments of African academic life, as far as I know, have seriously reckoned with what the professorial performance costs the household that hosts it. There is the wife who cannot read the publications on the shelf. There is the daughter whose prospectus disappears under a bonus spent on mahogany furniture. There is the son who abandons his dream career in favour of reggae music. 

Target Audience

THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN for:

	Academics and university educators at any career stage who wish to examine honestly the gap between the professional they perform and the professional they are.

	Students, current and former, who have experienced the specific, unannounced harm of a teacher who chose their own comfort over their students’ formation.

	Readers of literary fiction interested in the African academic world, institutional ethics, and the grammar of a life examined too late.

	Anyone navigating the tension between professional ambition and domestic presence.

	General readers drawn to confessional memoir-inflected literary fiction in the tradition of Death of a Salesman, Stoner, and Disgrace.


A Final Note from the Author

WYCLIFF DOES NOT WANT your forgiveness. He says so, and he means it. What he wants and what this book wants is for the reader to do what Wycliff could not: examine the performance while there is still time to change it.

The oxygen canister hisses. The notepad is open. He begins at last to write.

Dr. Everest Turyahikayo, PhD

June 2026
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Chapter 1: The Same Yellow Notes, Three Decades
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I AM PROFESSOR WYCLIFF Q. Omaleko. Many people simply call me Prof. Wycliff. I spent thirty-one years answering to that title as though it were enough of a life. Now I lie on this hospital Bed 7, in Ward C, which smells of antiseptic. I find myself turning back through everything I did not to celebrate it, but because the turning is all that is left. What I see behind me is not a career. It is a series of choices that wore the costume of a career. If you are a professor now, or you intend to become a university lecturer, I want you to read what follows with the seriousness I failed to bring to my own years. It is too late for me. The oxygen canister beside my bed hisses in the dark like a patient correction. Suzan sits in the plastic chair she drags from the corner each morning, her hands folded in her lap the way they always are when she is deciding not to cry.

The notepad is on the bedside cabinet. Suzan placed it there two days ago, without a word, without my asking, which is typical of her. She understands what I need before I have assembled the thought. The notepad is yellow, or it was yellow once, before the humidity of two and a half decades worked on it. The pages at the front have gone the colour of old teeth. A long brown stain travels diagonally across the cover, the legacy of a roof leak in my office at the University of Grebu in 2003, and there are small dark spots along the spine that I prefer not to examine too closely. The clasp on the briefcase that carried it for most of those years broke somewhere around 2011, and I replaced it with a loop of packing tape that I always meant to take off once I found a proper repair. I never found one. The tape yellowed to match the notepad, which struck me at the time as a kind of neatness.

I bought the notepad in 1998, at the stationery shop on Adeyemi Road, two months after my appointment to the Department of Chemistry at Grebu. A thin man named Obinna, who kept a globe-sharpener on his counter as a kind of advertisement, ran the shop. I remember standing at his counter, feeling the weight of the notepad in my hands and thinking that I was holding the beginning of something serious. Forty-three pages of clean legal paper, and I was going to fill every one of them with the best of what I knew about organic chemistry, revised annually, updated each time the discipline moved, a living document. That was the intention. That was what I told myself on the walk home along Adeyemi Road, past the mango trees that lined the pavement, past the evening sellers setting up their kerosene lamps against the coming dark.

I filled thirty-one of the forty-three pages that first year. Then I stopped, and I never started again.

The Pages I Gave My Life To 

Something I would call lectural drift happened to me: I felt the incremental retreat from the frontier of my subject, call it course unit, the slow return to what I already knew and therefore comfortable. This feeling began perhaps in 2001 and confirmed by 2004. The discipline of organic chemistry did not stand still while I was ignoring it. New synthetic mechanisms emerged. Revised reaction models replaced older ones that I had taught as settled. Other institutions redesigned their curricula in response to developments in green chemistry and computational modelling, and the students at those institutions graduated with frameworks their Grebu counterparts had never encountered. None of this was hidden from me. Journals arrived in the department’s reading room. Colleagues returned from international conferences with reprints and summaries. At the annual symposium in Port Harcourt, I once sat through an entire session on asymmetric catalysis and thought, with the specific numbness of a man deciding not to feel something, that it was too late in the semester to introduce new material.

The notepad was never simply laziness. That is what I want you to understand before you dismiss this as a story about a careless man. The notepad was something more insidious than laziness, because laziness is at least honest about itself. What I was practising, I now believe, was a kind of knowledgefrost: a state in which a person’s expertise becomes so fixed and so defended that any new information is experienced not as an opportunity but as a threat to the coherence of everything already committed to memory and to the authority built upon it. I was not idle. I worked long hours. I read widely in areas adjacent to my specialisation. I published four papers between 2000 and 2007, two of which were cited in respectable journals. None of that work required me to update the notes. The notes were for teaching, and teaching had become a performance I had long since rehearsed to the point where it needed no new material, only a reliable audience.

The University of Grebu gave me that audience in abundance. It is a beautiful campus, genuinely so, built on a low hill above the old town, with wide red-brick pathways and flame trees that drop their flowers every October in a slow red drift that covers the quadrangle like something ceremonial. For years I watched students arrive and felt a pride that, I understand now, was not about them at all. It was about me. It was about the idea of myself standing at the front of Lecture Hall C with chalk-dusted hands and a room full of people who were, for fifty minutes, required to believe that I knew more than they did.

What the Students in the Back Row Received

Suzan has never read a single lecture note. She is not able to, and she has never pretended otherwise, which is one of the many ways she is more honest than I am. When I brought papers home, she would sit across the room from me and watch my face rather than the document in my hands, reading whatever the document was doing to me from my expression alone. The evening I am thinking of now, she watched me for perhaps twenty minutes before she spoke.

“You look like a man carrying something that does not belong to him,” she said. This was 2019, three years before the diagnosis, and she was talking about the notepad, which I had brought home for reasons I told myself were administrative but which were, I now suspect, confessional. I had found it at the back of a filing cabinet during an office cleanout, buried under conference programmes and unmarked examination scripts. Something about the discovery had made my chest feel strange. Suzan looked at the notepad once, looked at my face, and made that observation without cruelty. She was right. The knowledge in those pages had never belonged to me in any way that mattered. It belonged to 1998, to a version of me that had not yet chosen comfort over rigour, and I had been carrying it under other people’s names for twenty years.

Here is what the students in the back row of Lecture Hall C actually received across two and a half decades: a technically accurate but functionally frozen account of organic chemistry as it existed at the end of the 1990s. The fundamental principles were sound. Carbon still bonded the same way. Reaction mechanisms had not been abolished. But the context in which those principles lived: the applications, the competing models, the ongoing arguments within the discipline that make a subject feel alive rather than archaeological, all of that was absent. I taught chemistry the way a museum guide describes a dinosaur: correctly, from a distance, with no particular expectation that the creature might do something unexpected.

Clinton, my son, wanted to study engineering at Grebu, but I did not have the money to send him, and so he picked up a guitar instead of a slide rule and became a reggae artist, singing about things he might otherwise have built. Royce, my daughter, refused university entirely, which at the time caused Suzan and me an extended season of argument, but which I now regard as one of the most astute decisions ever made in our household. Royce became a hairdresser of considerable skill and runs a salon near the market, employing six women, doing exactly what work is supposed to do. I did not understand either choice at the time. Dying tends to clarify what you refused to see while living.  

Dying is an excellent occasion for arguments. There is nothing else to do with the hours, and the oxygen canister beside me hisses like a kettle that gave up on ever reaching boil. I have spent six weeks here, watching Suzan’s folded hands in my peripheral vision, picking the same fight with myself that I never had the courage to pick while standing upright. Did I actually know organic chemistry after thirty-one years, or did my students simply assume I did, the way villagers trust a borehole has clean water because it has stood at the corner long enough to look official? That is the trouble with lectralisis, the false credibility that accumulates around a professor purely through duration. The longer you occupy a post, the more students pass through your room, the more your authority compounds, regardless of whether the substance behind it has kept pace. Society loans this credibility to professors with extraordinary generosity. People assume that a man who has taught organic chemistry for thirty-one years must know a great deal about organic chemistry. The assumption is logical. It is also, in my case, only partially true, and the part that is not true is the part that mattered most to the students who paid fees to sit in my lecture hall.

The First Confession, Made to a Hissing Canister 

The society that gave me this lectralisis, this compounded, unexamined professional credibility, liked to imagine that professors are wealthy, influential, and intellectually restless: moving through the world in a permanent condition of curiosity, surrounded by students who adore them and institutions that value them. That portrait is a fantasy, and not an innocent one. It permits both professors and the public to avoid asking the harder questions: what did you actually produce, who was served by it, and at what cost to the people who trusted you? The questions that matter are not about status. They are about whether the warm room, the chalk-dusted hands, and the fifty minutes of required attention were given back as something real, or only as something that resembled realness closely enough to avoid challenge.

I did not give something real. That is what this notepad tells me, lying here on the cabinet beside the water glass, and the tablets Suzan counts out each evening with the concentration she brings to everything, as if each tablet is a small decision that requires her full agreement. The notepad tells me that I made a single significant investment of intellectual effort in 1998 and then spent the following two decades drawing interest on it. The students who came to me in 2018 received a lecture developed for students who had come to me in 1998, the two cohorts separated by twenty years of chemistry’s own development, none of which I had bothered to absorb.

Here is the twist that I have spent the last week trying to find a language for. Last month, three weeks before the diagnosis moved from serious to terminal, my former student Seguya came to visit me in this ward. Seguya graduated in 2009, passed with a lower second, which I attributed at the time to insufficient application, and went on, as I understood it vaguely, to do graduate work somewhere in Europe. What I did not know, and what Seguya told me with the careful, almost clinical kindness of someone who has considered the correct dose for a long time, was that he had spent the first year of his master’s programme largely relearning the foundations I had taught him. His supervisor in Germany had described his preparation as dated, which is a polite word for a devastating situation. Seguya had worked to correct it, had done so with what sounded like considerable effort, and had gone on to a research career of genuine distinction. He was not angry with me. That was the hardest part. He was simply explaining, with the precision of someone who has learned to value precision, what my frozen notes had cost him, so that I would know. So that someone would.

He left after forty minutes. Suzan walked him to the ward door, and I heard them exchange a few words in the corridor, quiet enough that I could not make out what was said. When Suzan came back, she sat down in her plastic chair and looked at me for a long moment. She did not say anything, because she already knew. She had always known. The notepad was on the cabinet even then, placed there by some instinct I had not yet examined. Suzan looked at it once before she looked at me, and in that single glance, she located the entire problem with a clarity that had never once required a lecture note.

I carried forty-three pages of legal pad paper bought in a moment of genuine ambition, and I rode that ambition for two decades without adding substantially to it. Seguya rebuilt what I had withheld. The oxygen canister hisses beside me, doing exactly what it is supposed to do. The notepad sits on the cabinet. I begin, at last, to write.
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Chapter 2: The Ghostwriter of My Doctoral Thesis
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THE UNIVERSITY OF GREBU sits on a long, flat hill above the city’s oldest neighbourhood. In the dry season, dust rises from the unpaved paths between faculties like something half-alive. I arrived there as a doctoral student in my thirty-first year, carrying a battered suitcase, a wife who could not read the signpost at the gate, and a son, Clinton, who was three years old. Royce had not yet arrived in the world. Our life in those months was cramped and earnest, full of the particular exhaustion that comes when ambition outpaces means.

The doctoral programme at Grebu was bruising for reasons nobody advertised in the prospectus. The chemistry department’s instrument room housed a single working Nuclear Magnetic Resonance (NMR) spectrometer, shared among four research groups. Its booking sheet was a permanent battlefield of crossed-out names. Supervisors were overworked, perpetually distracted by grant paperwork they resented. The unwritten expectation was that doctoral students would simply find their own way through the synthesis, the purification, the endless recrystallisations that refused to crystallise. I was writing a thesis on the total synthesis of a natural alkaloid, a project I now understand to be one of the cruellest jokes my younger self ever played on me.

I met Lawrence Nyowe at a Saturday research seminar hosted by the Department of Chemistry. He was a master’s student working on asymmetric catalysis. The moment he began explaining the stereochemical logic behind a particular reagent’s selectivity, the entire room shifted its posture. He had that quality, rare in a person his age, of making a complicated mechanism feel like something you had always understood but never found the language for. His lab notebook, when he passed a photocopied page around for comment, was precise without being mechanical, rigorous without losing the intuition of a person who genuinely loved the bonds he was making and breaking. I sat beside him and felt threatened and envious, and from those two feelings I built my plan.

We spoke after the seminar ended, and the others drifted toward the canteen. I told him I admired his clarity of thought. He thanked me without false modesty. Within a fortnight, I had approached him privately, framing my proposal in careful, oblique language, the kind that allows both parties to retreat without explicit acknowledgement. The arrangement was simple: cash, silence, and delivery. He would design and write up the synthetic route. I would defend it as my own. The money was not large by any standard, but for Lawrence it represented more than he was earning from undergraduate demonstrating, and I knew it.

What I remember most vividly about those months is not the guilt, which I expected, but the peculiar numbness I felt instead: greffitude, a condition in which a person continues to function with outward dignity while the interior moral state quietly collapses. I moved through lectures, group meetings, and family dinners with Suzan as though the arrangement with Lawrence was simply a logistical matter I had
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