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G H O S T  G I R L S

BY NIKHIL SINGH

don’t drive. So, I end up walking everywhere.
Perambulation is more than just a means to an end.

It has secret signi�cance. Walking is an old way. It unfolds the
origami of the world in such a manner as to reveal the
unexpected. All the hidden corners unravel, releasing dreams
like rotten cobweb. If a traveller is to emulate this mode of
transport in South Africa, I would suggest an invaluable hack:
wear the correct shoes. Most South Africans are poor (and
inexplicably Christian). Their churchgoing ways have led to
an overwhelming, pretentious snobbery. That self-imposed
sense of ‘class’. Middle-class aspirations. Battered shoes,
especially those with holes, are frowned upon. Would-be-
muggers will sometimes even cross to the other side of the
street, upon sight of them. Prim, old ladies and sharp young
bucks will frown and look away. A person can walk almost
anywhere in South Africa in battered shoes. To round o� my
walking ensemble, I often wear the same coat. I become
recognisable as I walk. And in this way, after a time, blend into
the background. I become invisible.

One of the results is that many assume I am homeless. Or,

I

1
G H O S T  G I R L S

BY NIKHIL SINGH

don’t drive. So, I end up walking everywhere.
Perambulation is more than just a means to an end.

It has secret signi�cance. Walking is an old way. It unfolds the
origami of the world in such a manner as to reveal the
unexpected. All the hidden corners unravel, releasing dreams
like rotten cobweb. If a traveller is to emulate this mode of
transport in South Africa, I would suggest an invaluable hack:
wear the correct shoes. Most South Africans are poor (and
inexplicably Christian). Their churchgoing ways have led to
an overwhelming, pretentious snobbery. That self-imposed
sense of ‘class’. Middle-class aspirations. Battered shoes,
especially those with holes, are frowned upon. Would-be-
muggers will sometimes even cross to the other side of the
street, upon sight of them. Prim, old ladies and sharp young
bucks will frown and look away. A person can walk almost
anywhere in South Africa in battered shoes. To round o� my
walking ensemble, I often wear the same coat. I become
recognisable as I walk. And in this way, after a time, blend into
the background. I become invisible.

One of the results is that many assume I am homeless. Or,

1



if I have shaved recently, that I am a hooker or drug addict of
some kind. This suits me well, as it causes most ‘normal’
people to give me a wider berth. Another side-e�ect is that
many homeless people immediately take me to be one of their
own. Instead of sales pitches, I am welcomed, o�ered food,
shelter, reminiscences. The stories of the streets rise up.
Bubbles from the deep. They carry a pitch of sadness and
wonder. Which, if ampli�ed only slightly, can be enough to
shatter glass.

Moving through the cities, I �nd the same ghosts.
Haunting the same houses. In Melville, Johannesburg. A
borough I once frequented. Jessica had found me a cheap
cottage, shrouded in foliage. I would rent it from time to time,
using it to write. The air in Johannesburg is dangerous.
Uranium particles make it radioactive. Especially on the south
side. A century of careless mining. The sour wind carries
voices of the dead. They catch in the fruit and leaves. Sound in
the mournful voices of birds. One of the side-streets, rich with
dealers and street-people. Friendly, and sharp. Much like the
birds. They see everything. Better than closed-circuit cameras.
I had some friends there. One of the dealers called me
Undertaker.

Everybody wanted me to be their girlfriend. The name
would sound in a chorus when I crossed that street. I took a
shine to one. A shortie called Tabz. She fancied herself a
writer. The poet of Melville, she would crow. To anyone that
would listen. Badly bleached curls. A permanent smiling
shine. Tabz carried a battered notebook. In this she scribbled
poetry and stories about her life. I would take her for co�ee
and pastry. We would sit and talk about getting published. I
gave her what advice I could. Tabz actually came from a
decent middle-class family. One of her uncles had abused her
as a teen. She spoke out. Her family sided with the abuser and
she was exiled. Banished completely. I told her to write about
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it. But any mention of her family would make her cry. Often,
she would maintain her cheerful smile as the tears �owed. As
though her life somehow depended on its maintenance.

I had met other homeless writers. Once, I had been invited
to speak at South African Book Week. All the ‘politicals’ were
out, preening their peacock blades. Comparing �ags, designer
out�ts and lunch vouchers. I found myself veering clear of
their deafening academic psychobabble. Haunting alleyways
and the undersides of bridges were preferable. The event was
in Newtown, Central Joburg. Formerly a no-man’s land.
Gentri�cation had sunk its candy-coloured teeth in, eating up
street-corners with franchise chicken takeout, sneaker retail
and trendy beer halls. I met a man in rags who showed me
another battered notebook. Pages and pages of ballpoint,
detailing his migration through hell. I struggled in vain to get
him past the door. Complaining to the armed guard that he
had more of a right to attend the event than most of the so-
called writers, shrieking about their latest identity-meltdown
at the complimentary bar. But the guard was already sceptical
about my (incredibly) short skirt. I gave the homeless writer a
hundred and told him I would try again the next day. But I
never saw him again. Nobody on the streets has email.

In Umhlanga, a village just outside Durban, I would
haunt the coastal resorts and beaches. Up the hill was an
immense mall. Once the biggest in Africa. I would often
explore its dingy �re escape system and labyrinthine parking
lots. Especially late at night, when they were completely
deserted. When I �rst met Cathy, she was in trouble. A pretty
Aquarius girl from the hood. Golden heart. She seemed
strong. She would grift the Palm Court and I gave her what I
could. We would sit and she would tell me all the gossip.
Nightmarish stu�. Girls gang-raped by truckers. One set on
�re and abandoned in the sugarcane �elds. She showed me
who was good and bad in the micro-verse of the immense
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mall. The dealers, the psychos, the Samaritans. When �rst we
met, she was wounded. Sores that would not heal. Skin rashes.
I took her to one of the more deserted lots and showed her a
crop of Aloe Vera. Instructed her to cover herself in the gel
every day. I had to leave town shortly after. But when I saw her
again, she greeted me with a beaming grin and a �erce hug.
The Aloe had completely cured her a�ictions. She had a baby
and a boyfriend in the city. Like many homeless people, she
was tied up completely in work.

It is expensive business, being homeless. Many awake at
the crack of dawn to get to their best spots. There, they spend
the entire day debasing themselves. They must earn enough
for taxi fare. Even before food – so that they might return
again the next day. Then they must earn enough for their
shelter of choice. Either that, or they would end up sleeping in
bushes or huddled together in the grimmest, most
unimaginable of places. They leave their grifting areas late,
often travelling far. This cycle is repeated. Until they get lucky
or die. It is a thankless, hellish existence. Most people treat
them with absolute derision and scorn. Those that are kind
cannot stand to be too long in their miserable company. A
purely human reaction – for who takes any pleasure in
su�ering?

Alison I would see in the Cape Town CBD. She was
hilarious. She carried a sign that read ‘HUSBAND
ABDUCTED BY ALIENS. PEASE HELP!’ At the time, I
lived on Kloof Street – a main artery in the trendy part of
town. I would see her pass up and down the street below. A
couple of times I managed to catch her, handing her a box of
food I had just cooked. Somehow, these tiny gifts earned her
lifelong friendship. She came from one of those small
shantytowns, servicing the great vineyards that kept the
bourgeois in their tipple of choice. Again, stories of abuse and
family violence. She �ed to Cape Town, lost her job and ended
up sleeping in the Company Gardens. She would always wear
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a tattered, green woollen jersey. Once, she disappeared for a
stretch. When I saw her again, months later, I learned that she
had managed to get a job in the desert. She’d been OK for a
while. But things had fallen to pieces. She was back in the city,
with her sign. We had long discussions about alien
abductions.

The homeless circuit was buzzing with the most insane
stories. Everything you could imagine. Often, in their culture,
they saw themselves as superior to the average person on the
street. And, in a way, they were. Their extreme experiences had
taught them more about existence than most sleepwalking
middle-class nine to �vers could hope to learn in a lifetime.
But it was hard-won, bitter knowledge. Their grapevines were
alive with miracles, hope of miracles, strange occurrences,
secret violence, monstrous hierarchies of dependency and
semi-religious delight in the smallest of things. It was the
secret country of childhood, torn down and nailed into the
crust of hell. All the horror of youth, trapped and fermented
in permanent nightmare. Theirs is the secret side of humanity.
The wound that never heals.

When Covid-19 shut down the cities, the news was
�ltered. Word of mouth messages that went viral.
Untrustworthy news. I heard stories about all the homeless in
Melville being forcibly evicted. Barbed wire camps outside the
city. I heard terrible tales about the state of these camps. After
the lockdown, no more was spoken about these places of
forcible internment. Their existence was forgotten, somehow.
Who could know what had become of the poet of Melville?
Perhaps she is back on 7de Laan, shooting lyrics at tourists.
Maybe she is in a mass grave. I have no way of knowing.
Perhaps, someone will have news when I visit Joburg again. I
saw Alison before lockdown. She had managed to get a job as
one of the leaf sweepers in the Company Gardens. They had
given her a uniform. She had put on some kilos and was
smiling a lot. Later, I heard that most of the park sta� were
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laid o� after the lockdowns. When I visited Cape Town next,
it was eerily devoid. Like a jaw full of missing teeth. Almost as
though many people had been abducted. Cathy reappeared,
however. She had lost a lot of weight. The government had
taken her baby. Her boyfriend had left. As usual, I fear she will
die soon.
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M O N O L I T H I C ,  B U T  P U B L I S H I N G
I S

BY ZELDA KNIGHT

ominion was born of tragedy, but in many ways, it
is one of the greatest blessings in my life, carrying

me through the colossal, global meltdown that was 2020, and
the lingering pandemic up until today. By 2019, I had been
running my publishing house AURELIA LEO for four years
and counting. I was also extremely burnt out. Truth is, small
press publishing is not sustainable without a paying audience,
and even for works that sold well, the stress involved in
embodying an entire publishing house as one woman was and
is exhausting.

I was close to closing down my operation altogether to
focus on my true passion: opening up a specialty bookstore
for Queer, Southern, Trans, Black, Indigenous, and/or other
Creators of Color under the banner of horror, science �ction,
and fantasy. I was starting to make this shift, continuing to
publish novel-length works, while sunsetting a majority of my
publication in the process. But then, tragedy struck.

On July 16, 2019, my family survived a grease �re at our
home. I sustained �ash burns down my left arm and across my
face, and my mother su�ered full-thickness (3rd degree) burns
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on around 25% of her body. We all survived, but the scars
from the accident and the trauma remain.

After a near-death experience, one begins reexamining
one’s life. I found myself wondering why I was sinking so
much time and e�ort into an endeavor that didn’t bring me
joy anymore. I’ve always published �ction, poetry, and art
from across the spectrum of diversity beyond just race.
However, I wanted to focus on something that was connected
to my heritage. I gravitated to publishing Black speculative
�ction. I needed to create a project rooted in my Christianity,
my Blackness, my Womanhood, and all the pieces that make
me who I am.

This anthology came about by picking up the pieces of my
life. In my role as a public historian documenting racial
violence in the Commonwealth of Kentucky for a
documentary project, I came across The 1619 Project, directed
by Nikole Hannah-Jones. I was blown away by the
collaboration, and wanted to hear from those still living in the
continent about 500 years worth of rami�cations due to the
global African slave trade. Then, I saw a short clip on the
internet about The Year of Return sponsored by the
Ghanaian government. This is what I was searching for! An
explosion of academic and commercial dialogue was
happening between Black Americans and the motherland.
But how could I contribute? What could I contribute?

The �nal pieces of the puzzle that became Dominion had
already been discovered. I just hadn’t put two and two
together just yet. Henrique DLD’s Afrofuturistic artwork,
Vagrant knight, became the cover of the untitled anthology
project. Then, I tapped my soon-to-be co-editor
Oghenechovwe, whose short story, “Ife-Iyoku,” shook me to
my core. Aside from The 1619 Project, anthologies like Long
Hidden & Hidden Youth, Dark Matter, New Suns, and
Latin@ Rising inspired me to virtually reach across the
Atlantic and build something unique with my co-editor. We
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were going to make history in the DIY spirit that made me
love small press and micro-press publishing in the �rst place.
The title, taken from Genesis 1:26-31, also embodied that
spirit. What works would Black and African Diasporic writers
send our way? How would they interpret the question, “What
are the legacy and the future of Africa and the African
Diaspora?”

We opened a call for submissions on a wing and prayer,
and the authors and poets who submitted went above and
beyond our expectations! We carried that momentum into a
very successful Kickstarter campaign. But things have been a
bumpy ride ever since. My health issues aside, COVID-19
changed the world as we know it, and impacted the editorial
process in surprising ways. From manufacturing enamel pins
to general plummeting revenues all around, now more than
ever, I am amazed by the positive response, and monetary
support Dominion has received! Despite the hiccups along the
way, I still feel like I’m walking in my purpose. During a time
of open Black rebellion, we need to be centering Black voices.
Both my co-editor and I hope you pick up a copy of
Dominion, the �rst anthology to bridge African and African
Diasporic speculative �ction and poetry!

I think Dominion sits �rmly in the tradition of Black
Speculative Fiction (BSF), which the scholar M. Haynes
explains nicely on his blog. The sub-genres we asked for
(Rococoa, Dieselfunk, Sword and Soul, Steamfunk, etc.
pioneered by Milton Davis, who’s also in this collection)
re�ect that mission, as well as each author and poet
identifying as Black in some way.

More broadly, just as the Dark Matter duet, Octavia’s
Brood, the AfroSF series, the Black Speculative Art Movement
(BSAM)’s manifesto and anthologies, and more have set out
to do, Dominion attempts to reassert that Africans and the
African Diaspora are central to humanity’s legacy and future.
Likewise, by encompassing all of spec-�c, with many stories
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blending genres, we hope that Dominion builds upon the
growing body and limits of BSF.

People sometimes get nervous around the word Black or
of Blackness in general. That’s because words have power, and
Blackness is a political statement of global solidarity just as
much as it is an identity for some. Black speculative �ction has
its own trajectory outside, and within, the broader literary
traditions of horror, science �ction, fantasy, and so on. So, it’s
important to name it for what it is because it allows readers
and writers to trace the history of these genres outside of a
Eurocentric lens.

To me, it highlights that Blackness is not monolithic.
Being Black is a social identity for most, but it’s primarily a
political position and a statement of solidarity. It’s meant to
unite disparate peoples under this nebulous construct called
race. How does the saying go? All I gotta do is stay Black and
die! Staying Black is the key in that sentence. We become
Black by force, but Blackness is a slippery thing. Often times I
ask myself what it means to publish Black speculative �ction
in the �rst place. That lingering authenticity plague of the
“Black experience™” paired with willfully bigoted and
ignorant people always challenging Black �ction by Black
people makes my mind twist into knots.

I don’t think I’ll ever have the answers to that question.
But I do know one thing for sure: Blackness is not monolithic,
but publishing is. That’s why us indies try so hard to break
through the monolith that is publishing, broadly speaking.

Publishing stays monolithic mainly because of privilege.
Publishing is a low margin, high stakes world. You can sink
thousands into a project and not “earn out.” Right now, I’m
just burned out, taking it one submission and day at a time,
counting my blessings, and navigating blindfolded in the void.
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VO O D O O N A U T S  &  A F R O F U T U R I S T

D R E A M I N G :  O N  C R E AT I N G  A
S U M M E R  WO R K S H O P  F O R  B L A C K
W R I T E R S  D U R I N G  A  PA N D E M I C

BY Y VETTE LISA NDLOVU

hen we are asleep in this world, we are awake
in another” – Salvador Dal

cience has yet to come up with a concrete
explanation for why we dream and so we turn to

mythology, folklore and spiritual practices for an answer. In
African traditional thought, including that of the Shona and
Ndebele tribe of my homeland Zimbabwe, it is believed that
several dimensions exist at once. There is the physical
dimension, or the dimension of the living, and the spiritual
dimension, the dimension of the living-dead or the ancestors. 
The physical dimension is the world around us that we
perceive when we are awake.  The spiritual dimension is where
the ancestors reside. When we die on earth we live on in the
spiritual dimension. The only time the living can enter this
spiritual dimension is when they are asleep. Dreaming,
therefore, is the journey of the spirit into the spiritual
dimension. Through dreaming we can communicate with our
ancestors, and so dreams are messages directly from the
ancestors. 

“W
S

3
VO O D O O N A U T S  &  A F R O F U T U R I S T

D R E A M I N G :  O N  C R E AT I N G  A
S U M M E R  WO R K S H O P  F O R  B L A C K
W R I T E R S  D U R I N G  A  PA N D E M I C

BY Y VETTE LISA NDLOVU

hen we are asleep in this world, we are awake
in another” – Salvador Dal

cience has yet to come up with a concrete
explanation for why we dream and so we turn to

mythology, folklore and spiritual practices for an answer. In
African traditional thought, including that of the Shona and
Ndebele tribe of my homeland Zimbabwe, it is believed that
several dimensions exist at once. There is the physical
dimension, or the dimension of the living, and the spiritual
dimension, the dimension of the living-dead or the ancestors. 
The physical dimension is the world around us that we
perceive when we are awake.  The spiritual dimension is where
the ancestors reside. When we die on earth we live on in the
spiritual dimension. The only time the living can enter this
spiritual dimension is when they are asleep. Dreaming,
therefore, is the journey of the spirit into the spiritual
dimension. Through dreaming we can communicate with our
ancestors, and so dreams are messages directly from the
ancestors. 

11



It is this reverence for the dream-scape through which I
approach dreaming in all its meanings. I have a dream jar. It’s a
tiny little vase in the shape of an elephant, my family’s
ancestral totem, in which I place all my dreams written on
sticky notes. When I’m goal setting, hoping, or even making a
bucket list, I approach it as a spiritual practice. When I met
Shingai Njeri Kagunda, a brilliant Afrofuturist writer from
Kenya currently doing her MFA at Brown University, we
talked a lot about Afrofuturist dreaming. To us, Afrofuturist
dreaming is imagining what we want in the world for Black
creators that doesn’t yet exist or is undervalued, and then
manifesting it into a reality.

One of our biggest Afrofuturist dreams was founding a
free summer writing workshop for Black science �ction and
fantasy writers. In 2019, we’d joked a few times about what
shape or form it would take but we never really got down to
making any concrete plans. When the Covid-19 pandemic hit
in 2020, we kept ourselves motivated by having Zoom writing
or brainstorming sessions where we bounced ideas o� each
other. And then one day we returned to the topic of a summer
workshop for Black writers. We opened a shared Google doc
where we put down all our dreams for this workshop. We had
no money and no building for which to host this workshop,
but we were undeterred by these concerns of the physical
world; ours was a spiritual endeavor.  We reached out to two
brilliant writers and dreamers, LP Kindred and Hugh “H.D”
Hunter who hopped aboard the rocket ship to make this
dream a reality. And this is how the Voodoonauts Summer
Workshop for Black SFF Writers was born. It was born during
a Zoom call in the summer of a pandemic. 

We coined the name Voodoonauts, the “voodoo” part of
the name paying homage to African and Black spiritual
practices that have been demonized for centuries. The
Anglosaxon word “voodoo” was a bastardization of the West
African spiritual practice Vodun. The word “voodoo” was
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used by European colonists, who didn’t bother to learn how
to properly pronounce the word, to blanket and stereotype all
African spiritual practices under one name. Whether you were
in Southern Africa or East Africa, your spiritual practices were
mocked and derided as “voodoo” witchcraft.  We coined the
term “Voodoonauts” to be in conversation with those
reclaiming indigenous magics and belief systems as
technology, such as afrofuturism, those who take back words
that were used to demonize our belief system. For us, putting
the word “voodoo” in our name was a reclaiming of Black
spiritual practices and thought. During the liberation
struggles of our home countries of Kenya and Zimbabwe,
African spiritualists were at the forefront of freedom �ghting.
At the heart of decolonization in our countries were
indigenous spiritual practitioners such as Mbuya Nehanda,
Sekuru Kaguvi, Mekatililiwa Menza, and many more.  We
couldn’t envision a Black workshop space without paying our
respects to those ancestors. “Nauts” is used as a su�x,
stemming from the Greek word meaning sailors or nautical
navigators and has been generalized to mean traveler like
astronauts and cosmonauts. Using “nauts” in our name was a
nod to Afrofoturist sculptor D. Denenge Duyst-Akpem’s
conceptualization of Afrofuturism as “an exploration and
methodology of liberation, simultaneously both a location
and a journey.” By combining the word “Voodoo” with the
su�x -nauts, the Voodoonauts workshop acknowledges that
we are creating a space that is not stationary; rather, we are
creating a space that will grow and evolve and be shaped by all
those aboard. Often in the world of arts, institutions do not
change. Voodoonauts is not an institution but a living
movement racing forward towards Black liberation. 

The Voodoonauts Summer Workshop kicked o� on July
31st, 2020. It was a free two-day online workshop which
included panels and classes such as, “Abolitionist Ramblings:
Imagining Afrofuturist Freedoms,” and “Dialogue, Dialect &
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Unearthing Fantastic Language from the Old.” The inaugural
cohort included 25 writers across the African diaspora at
di�erent stages of their careers. New York Times bestselling
author Nana Kwame Adjei-Brenyah led a reading and
discussion followed by a Q&A session of his book Friday
Black.

“There aren’t enough spaces like this,” Adjei-Brenyah said
during the reading. “It is super beautiful to see it. I think back
to myself in the MFA, and even post-MFA, it would have been
dope to be in a community like this and to know that you are
not so alone.”

Lysz Flo, one of the writers in the Voodoonauts inaugural
class, talked about her Voodoonauts experience on the
podcast, Creatively Exposed. 

“Voodoonauts Summer Workshop is the MFA I deserve,”
Lysz said. “This is what an MFA is supposed to look like.
When institutions care about their students. If schools really
really cared about teaching creative people to thrive and be
creative. This [Voodoonauts] is what that looks like.”

As one of the co-founders of this much needed space for
Black writers to dream, play and imagine, I believe I have been
called by the ancestors to transport Black dreams of joy, hope
and creativity from the spiritual dimension into the world
that we currently live in.
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BY B. SHARISE MOORE

he start of 2020 felt odd, to say the least. From the
devastating news of the passing of Kobe Bryant, his

daughter, and seven others to the whispers of a looming
Corona Virus in Asia, I knew that the year would be unlike
any other I’d experienced in my life.

After the death of my cousin from cancer in early
February, I fell into a deep depression. I was a middle school
English Language/Arts teacher who had long been frustrated
with the public school system. And though I had an extremely
positive experience the summer before writing curriculum, I
was dissatis�ed with my job. I wanted to bring in authors to
talk about writing with my students. I had ideas to make my
lessons more robust and I felt ignored and exhausted. Soon, I
began to think a lot about the brevity of life, the importance
of happiness, and how all of this ties to passion. My passion
has always been reading and writing. As an only child growing
up in New Jersey, I have fond memories of reading Tales of a
Fourth Grade Nothing by Judy Blume and Charlie and the
Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl during weekend shopping
trips with my mother and grandmother. My bedroom book
shelves were stacked with The Babysitter’s Club, Nancy Drew,
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any other I’d experienced in my life.

After the death of my cousin from cancer in early
February, I fell into a deep depression. I was a middle school
English Language/Arts teacher who had long been frustrated
with the public school system. And though I had an extremely
positive experience the summer before writing curriculum, I
was dissatis�ed with my job. I wanted to bring in authors to
talk about writing with my students. I had ideas to make my
lessons more robust and I felt ignored and exhausted. Soon, I
began to think a lot about the brevity of life, the importance
of happiness, and how all of this ties to passion. My passion
has always been reading and writing. As an only child growing
up in New Jersey, I have fond memories of reading Tales of a
Fourth Grade Nothing by Judy Blume and Charlie and the
Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl during weekend shopping
trips with my mother and grandmother. My bedroom book
shelves were stacked with The Babysitter’s Club, Nancy Drew,
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and Sweet Valley Twins. From an early age, I swallowed books
like after school snacks and I knew I wanted to write.
Something told me that now was the time to dive in. After
seeking out a fantastic life coach and a mental health therapist,
I did just that.

I began writing poetry when I was 10 or 11 and short
stories and novels as an adult. I was a performance poet until
roughly 2014. I participated in the National Poetry Slam and
featured at co�ee houses up and down the east coast.
However, as I grew older, I desired the stage less. Though I
stopped performing, I never stopped writing or enrolling in
workshops to strengthen my skills in that area. Once I �nished
my lower YA, magical realism novel, “Dr. Marvellus Djinn’s
Odd Scholars,” in early 2020, I began querying agents. After a
few rejections, I decided to press the pause button and pursue
other endeavors, things I had on the back burner for years.

I am a huge fan of Octavia E. Butler, LA Banks, and
Tananarive Due. I met both Butler and Banks before their
untimely deaths in the mid 2000s and I was able to take a
fantastic screenwriting course with Tananarive Due in 2015.
My love for Black Speculative Fiction and my current
graduate program (MS in Curriculum and Instruction with a
focus in Writing for Children and Young Adults) sparked an
idea to create a textbook for young people. I’d created a book
proposal in 2012 that was collecting dust in my Google Drive.

In May 2020, I was noti�ed that I’d won a $5,000 award
from the Sustainable Arts Foundation for Artists and Writers
with Children for my writing. The award came at a time when
we were teaching virtually and things were hard. I was praying
for the end of the school year to arrive quickly and the news
came right on time. The award boosted my con�dence and set
o� a domino e�ect of great things to happen through the rest
of the year. I received a part time job as the acquiring editor
for poetry at the award-winning FIYAH Magazine of Black
Speculative Fiction and I began planning an Indiegogo
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campaign for Conjuring Worlds: An Afrofuturist Textbook for
Middle Schoolers. It was my vision to solicit original work
from some of the best in the genre and I wanted to be sure I
paid the writers and artists at competitive rates. My goal was
$6,500. The campaign took o� within weeks and ended up
raising nearly $1,000 more than the goal.

As magical as the campaign was, I landed an agent
through the process. As a perk for donating at least $50 to the
campaign, I provided a short story I’d written a few months
before. After contributing to the campaign and receiving the
perk, my now agent inquired if I was looking for
representation. Luckily, I had lots of �nished work to pass on
to her and we are now in the middle of negotiating a book
deal for one of my manuscripts. In addition, I was able to
secure publishing deal for my debut lower YA novel, “Dr.
Marvellus Djinn’s Odd Scholars”, with a small press in
Georgia and I was named the Poetry Editor at FIYAH in
September.

2020 was a fruitful adventure. I landed a new job teaching
creative writing and took the next step in realizing my dream
by resigning from my job as a public school teacher. Though
things were not perfect, much of the year has catapulted me
into another stratosphere. As I work toward a book deal, the
completion of the Afrofuturist textbook, and the release of
“Dr. Marvellus Djinn’s Odd Scholars,” I am grateful that the
pandemic made clear my vision as a writer and put me in all
the right places to succeed at the right time.
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5
A N  I N T E RV I E W  W I T H

C H I M E D U M  O H A E G B U

nterviewer: What were you doing before the
pandemic hit? Your plans and the things you

hoped to accomplish?
Chimedum Ohaegbu: Prior to the pandemic, I was in

the fourth year of my undergrad, working part-time in
academic publishing, co-editing the University of British
Columbia English department’s undergraduate journal,
heading UBC’s writers guild, volunteering as a writing tutor,
and working with Uncanny. Essentially, I was treating “being
busy” as a personality. I don’t recommend this. Mostly I
hoped to accomplish “getting a fulltime job after graduation.”
(Still working on that.)

Once March hit and in-person classes were cancelled, I left
Vancouver and headed back to Calgary, Alberta, where I grew
up, and started working and attending class remotely. I was
really fortunate to get to go back home.

Interviewer: Were there any particular projects the
pandemic and lockdown hindered or prevented you from
accomplishing? Would you say you accomplished more or less
than you would normally have, without the pandemic?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: I accomplished far less. It was an
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exhausting year, 2020, and 2021 so far too—between the
vicious anti-Black violence (and overwhelming white guilt
levied at us) of these months, and having to attend my
grandfather’s funeral over Zoom instead of going back to
Nigeria to mourn with the family I haven’t seen in years, and
the general stress and fear the pandemic itself caused, it was all
a lot—and I had it relatively easy. Obviously, I was still editing
during this time, and I had to write stu� for my creative
writing workshops and English literature class so I could �nish
my degree, but most of the writing I’m publishing this year is
from 2019. I didn’t make a ton of new stu� that I’d want to
publish, and honestly I’m still a bit slow creatively, even
though I’ve “gotten used” to the pandemic.

Interviewer: How was it managing your degree program,
working as an editor in Uncanny magazine and being a writer?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: It was busy, doing all three (and
working, etc.)! I constantly felt, and feel, like I was both doing
a lot and not doing much as I should have been. Though this
feeling coexisted with the mostly delightful time I had in
UBC’s Creative Writing program and the fun and ful�lment I
get from Uncanny, so it was de�nitely a very varied time of my
life.

Interviewer: What was it like being an editor in Uncanny
during the pandemic? Did work there vary greatly from
normal periods before the pandemic and lockdown?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: In some ways it was the same, in
that I’ve always worked with Uncanny remotely, from when I
started as an editorial intern in early 2018—we don’t have a
centralized o�ce or anything, so I was used to the
o�celessness, the pace and frequency of emails, the time-zone
di�erences to account for, and the self-directed but very team-
oriented nature of the work. On the other hand, I became
Uncanny’s managing editor in late 2019, which is to say that
very early in my term the pandemic hit, and my brain was
thoroughly scrambled, and has been scrambled since. I often
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wonder what my �rst year as managing editor would’ve been
like sans pandemic-brain. And my second year.

Interviewer: Would you say the pandemic a�ected the
quality of submissions or works you get at Uncanny positively
or negatively, or not at all?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: I think it was more the volume of
the submissions than the quality—we consistently get really
excellent works sent to us (thanks, writers and artists!), even
during this hellish pandemic. We did for the �rst time open
novella submissions, and I became poetry editor this year, so
there’ve been some changes in how/what/the amount of
submissions I read personally.

Interviewer: What writing or editing or any other
projects are you currently working on or have just �nished?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: Well, I’m always working on
Uncanny stu�! As of time of writing, I’m knee-deep in voter
packet preparation for the Hugos, as well as the Auroras (a big
Canadian spec �c award). As for writing projects, as I recover
from a deeply gloomy January-April, I’m working on a piece
for The Deadlands, and also a nebulous thing that I think
might turn out to be a novella or novelette. And thinking of
some poems. We’ll see!

Interviewer: What are your thoughts on the current state
of Black and African speculative �ction on the continent and
in the diaspora, being both a member of the African
Speculative Fiction Society and an editor of one of the biggest
speculative �ction magazines?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: I just joined the ASFS a couple of
weeks or so ago at time of writing, but the conversations have
already been super interesting and invigorating, and I’m
excited to participate more in my time as a member. I think
now’s a boom time for Black and African speculative �ction
—especially with the increase in remote conventions meaning
that more writers from the continent and in non-North
America parts of the diaspora can speak to an even wider
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audience—but want to be very conscious of writers and
editors who forged the path that made it possible for me to be
the �rst (as far as I know) Black editor to win a Hugo in the
semiprozine category (not the �rst to be nominated, though;
that was, I believe, Rashida J. Smith for Giganotosaurus in
2017). So overall, I’m extremely excited for the present and
future of our in�uence in the genre, hopeful that the
digital/virtual accessibility the last year a�orded will continue,
and grateful and admiring toward the past—especially since
prominent and emerging writers who started prior to 2018,
when I began my professional editing and writing career, are
innovating in the present as well.

Interviewer: Are there any African speculative �ction
writers on the continent and in the African diaspora you
would recommend that we pay attention to? That show
special promise? Any particular works too you found really
impressive?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: I’m a big fan of Osahon Ize-
Iyamu (“Therein Lies a Soul” in The Dark Magazine),
Namwali Serpell (“Pixar’s Troubled ‘Soul’” in The New Yorker
and The Old Drift), Shingai Njeri Kagunda (“And This Is
How To Stay Alive” in Fantasy Magazine, and the novella
adaptation from Neon Hemlock Press), Yvette Lisa Ndlovu
(“Red Cloth, White Gira�e” in FIYAH), Jordan Ifueko (read
Raybearer, and preorder Redemptor!), ’Pemi Aguda
(“Manifest” in Granta), Mame Bougouma Diene (“The
Myriad Drumbeats of Afrofuturism” column in Strange
Horizons), and Akwaeke Emezi (Pet). This is obviously a non-
exhaustive list, and the parentheticals only contain some of my
favourite works by the authors above, not any of their entire
and excellent bibliographies—not even all of my favourites of
theirs! The Nommo Award and the IGNYTE Award longlists
are both great launching-o� points for further reading.

Interviewer: What are your hopes both for yourself as a
writer and editor and for Black and African speculative �ction
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generally? Where do you hope to see all these in say 5 years
from now?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: As I said before, I really hope that
SFFH conventions continue to keep interesting and
invigorating parts of their content accessible via remote/digital
means, so that it’s easier for anyone in the world to access the
discussions and panels, and network with other speculative
writers. I hope to see more African and diasporic speculative
�ction in translation get really big, in addition to works of
English-language origin. I hope we start getting paid equally in
our book advances, and nominated more for international
awards, and adapted more often to screen and new media
(videogames!). For myself…mostly my hope is that I’ll get to
continue doing what I’m doing—editing, writing, the literary
arts in general. I’m really glad to be constantly immersed in
something I love so dearly, and hope to continue and
contribute in whatever way I can.

Interviewer: What are your thoughts on the
development of Black and African speculative �ction in the
Canadian diaspora? Do you think it’s doing well, or there’s
room for improvement and what are your hopes for it?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: I’m really impressed with the
Black and African spec community in Canada—we’ve got
Nalo Hopkinson (who’s coming to teach at UBC!...now that
I’ve graduated, alas), Sarah Raughley, Terese Mason Pierre,
Tonya Liburd, and more all creating and curating stunning
works, in a variety of genres. But there’s also tons of room for
structural improvement, since Canada likes to pretend that
it’s not racist and so reacts to e�orts to reduce racism with…
violence, “politeness”, and head-in-the-sand panic. It’s great.

A book recently came out, Cosmic Underground
Northside: An Incantation of Black Canadian Speculative
Discourse and Innerstanding, edited by Quentin Vercetty and
Audrey Hudson, which was a great compilation of some
rising Black and African Canadian SFF artists. I’m hardly on
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Twitter these days because it’s bad for my mental health, but
Twitter is also home to a group chat for Black Canadian
speculative �ction writers (created by Terese Mason Pierre).
I’m always on the lookout for more, so if you �t that
description please feel free to reach out and I’ll brave the
Twitter interface to add you to it!

Interviewer: Any advice for writers hoping to get into
Uncanny Magazine, and any word of advice for Black and
African speculative �ction writers and editors generally out
there?

Chimedum Ohaegbu: This is pretty standard for any
magazine you might want to get into, but my main pieces of
advice for Black and African writers who want to be published
in Uncanny are: read the magazine to get a sense of works it
publishes and see if your work would be a good �t, and don’t
take rejection too hard. One thing I’ve learned from working
with Uncanny and other magazines is that, well, no one
magazine can buy everything that’s submitted to it, so often
rejections aren’t a judgment on the quality of the piece. You’re
still a good writer and the piece is probably still a good one
even if it gets rejected! It could just be a matter of �t, the sheer
volume of submissions versus the small fraction a magazine
can buy and publish, or even if the magazine’s bought a
similar piece recently.

For Black and African spec �c writers/editors submitting
their work in general, my advice is that we have to support and
uplift one another’s works whenever possible (read FIYAH,
read Omenana, read Lolwe, listen to Nightlight, and
independently follow fellow Black and African writers’
works). I know I said not to get discouraged by rejections, and
I do stand by that because rejections are part of being a
writer…but with the caveat that, well, rejections are
discouraging! And it’s been anecdotally and statistically
shown—for example, by #PublishingPaidMe by L.L.
McKinney and Tochi Onyebuchi—that our work is
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consistently and disproportionately undervalued by, often,
white gatekeepers. So I think supporting, especially, the work
of your peers in addition to supporting better-known Black
and African writers is a good way to feel buoyed through
rejection, racists, and other barriers, while bolstering the
community, and that’s something that lots of Black and
African writers/editors obviously already are doing via social
media, newsletters, word of mouth, preordering parties, etc.—
that is to say, it works, so give it a try if you haven’t gotten
to yet!
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6
S AV I N G  M Y  S H A D OW S

BY EUGEN BACON

This is Rain

when gods spewed their ire /n. never indi�erence/
on �oodlit citizens
rain fell as certi�cates on the faithful
but not all felt the storm
just those beamed by searchlight

awed by the phenomenon of untouched
the unrained huddled in rainbows
quizzed who was next sodden
stared at each other circled re�ections held from

speaking
until clouds billowed swallowed back waters concluded

their onus

only then was it clear the illuminati were gone
�rst bleached then gulped
lifetimes washed one by one as mud ribbons
pasts unspaced
quagmires expunged
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I
in a torrent of rain

n 2020, I wrote my speculative prose poetry, ‘This
is Rain’, that appears in a graphic collection Saving

Shadows by NewCon Press. The creative piece encapsulates
the three things that happened in 2020 that I most care about:

1. The world abruptly and increasingly knew with
dawning dismay about the Covid-19 pandemic
and its global devastating e�ects.

2. Events surrounding Black Lives Matter escalated
significantly with the slayings of Ahmaud Arbery,
who went out for a jog in Brunswick, Georgia,
and was hunted like a deer and shot in broad
daylight; Breonna Taylor, who was also shot and
killed by police o�cers in Louisville, Kentucky—
she was an emergency medical technician, only 26
when they killed her; and George Floyd in
Minneapolis, Minnesota, who said his dying
words, ‘I can’t breathe,’ as a police o�cer, hand in
the pocket, held his knee on Mr Floyd’s neck.

3. The US presidential election happened, and the
whole world watched what was once a world
power become a satire on the global stage, with
much hyperbole and many fourth walls—have
you seen the emperor’s new clothes?

As the world shattered around me, I started crafting pieces
of dark speculative micro-�ctions, a within-without response,
an inner-outer gasp that brought sanity to my world. It was a
collection of �ction that recollected the dystopian nature of
the world we lived in.

In a small introduction to Saving Shadows, I wrote:
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Black lives matter.
The US presidential elections
The world watching
Everything unsettled
Text is an anchor
Actuality in the uncanny.
I gaze at a thunder-lit vista.
Crashing.
Roaring.
It’s no speculation.

I wrote more prose poetry, a chapbook of literary
vignettes on the everyday, Her Bitch Dress, published by
Ginninderra Press in Australia. As politics spiralled in a world
of chaos, inspiring phantoms, (mis)truths and an apocalypse, I
wrote another chapbook of speculative prose poetry, It’s
Folking Political, also published by Ginninderra Press.

I released Black Moon, a blend of art, �ash �ction and
prose poetry, by IFWG Publishing Australia, an illustrated
collection that carries themes of love and war, life and the
afterlife, hope and despair—a philosophical assortment that
questions normalcy, embraces opposition, and takes a keen
interest on peculiarity. The publisher’s blurb suggested that
the book ‘will appeal to curious lovers of literary dark fantasy
and all places in between’.

In it, two pieces condensed my loneliness for real people in
the isolation of lockdown worlds:

Damaged Beyond Words

Phone zombies, incapable of loving, meander across the
streets in a smear of shapes, a rain of fate. Disenchanted
with life, they shadow frenetic social media in tweets that
never look like missing. As lightning strikes, winter falls, the
silent march is a drum circle. Dogs yap yap as the zombies
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stalk our planet, eyes glued on their smart phones, uncaring
to gravity, friction or genuity as real people pass them by.

A Profound Wonder

He stepped back into his body and wondered who would
�nd him, when?

The world was too busy obsessed with the trending
#Thanos #Salah #Thrones, he’d be porridge before anyone
thought to miss him.

He would �rst turn into a blot and then a gruel, sickly
green and oozy, a melt of bile…

As a random stranger someplace else picked herself up
and was astonished to �nd a new friend request tucked
inside noti�cations. Celebrated the new connection with a
few hearts and hashtags, tweeting until dawn.
#WhiteHouse #Bachelorette #MeToo

During this time, I also published a series of essays on
black speculative �ction and Afrofuturism through the British
Science Fiction Association (BSFA) Vector Magazine. I
understood that my �ction and non�ction were increasingly
consumed with themes of Blackness, the pandemic,
politicians, dystopias, ‘other’, betwixt, hauntings.

As I wrote and rewrote my anguish and hope, I became
very proli�c in 2020, releasing more publications than I’d ever
done in a single year, comprising three short story collections,
two chapbooks and a novella—all experimental, adventurous
�ction that crossed genres in a liberating sort of way.

Looking back at my proli�city then, and in 2021, racing
through 2022 with lined-up publications, I appreciate how
and why my text is a refuge. Unlike some friends and
colleagues whose minds have simply shut during this
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landmark period of trying to survive, with events cancelled
and book launches postponed, here I am crafting and creating
as if possessed by a daemon.

And perhaps I am.
My approach to the compositional space is with a sense of

urgency, with a knowing that writing is an active speaking that
emerges from a neutral position of unknowing, or a subjective
position of knowing.

The question of what compels writers to write and then
to write particular stories is one that writers, readers and
critics have been asking for centuries.

(Enza Gandolfo)
People ask: How are you so proli�c?
I don’t go out to be proli�c. But I start projects with

deadly focus, and �nish them. Project by project, I �nish
them. My writing is a compulsion whose answer is perhaps in
my own question: Why do I write?

The response is loud, impeccably captured in Dominique
Hecq’s essay ‘Writing the Unconscious: Psychoanalysis for the
Creative Writer’. Hecq looks at the potential usefulness of
psychoanalysis for the creative writer, and at writing in
particular. She suggests that she writes to answer incipient
questions troubling her mind, or to relieve some form of
anxiety where cause may not yet be symbolised. She states:

‘I write because I must do so, exhilarating, detestable or
painful though this might be.’

Di�erent realities, di�erent drives compel di�erent
authors.

In her article ‘Becoming Writing, Becoming Writers’, Julia
Colyar examines writing as a product, process, form of
invention, and instrument of self-re�ection. To Colyar,
writing ‘is a symbolic system which articulates what we know,
but it is also a tool whereby we come to these understandings’;
it is a method of inquiry as a means of illustrating.

I can relate what is happening to me now, this proli�c
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writing, with what happened a few years back when my elder
sister Flora died. When the trauma of my sister’s death struck,
I set out to write my short story ‘Still She Visits’, published by
Unsung Stories, to apprehend my own state of mourning. In
this aspect, it was impossible to be objective. Like the
protagonist Segomotsi, who lost her own sister Mokgosi, I was
grieving.

This does not imply that each piece of my writing is the
seed of a personal event. Yet the writer as reader is connected
with the character, with the story. Creation does not detach.
Even the most reclusive writer connects with something. As
Enza Gandolfo suggests, the artist ‘cannot stand at a distance
—observing, watching—they have to become part of the
person, thing, and event that they are creating’. Integration
with the work positions the author within a Freudian-type
transference: re�ning basic drives, such as those of grieving or
aggression, and converting them into creative and intellectual
activity.

Still She Visits is a narrative of grief, a burning story that
remains cathartic. It o�ers knowledge, ever evolving. I still
question why Flora died. Why she could not save herself, or be
saved, in an era when the AIDS pandemic is meant to be
manageable through anti-retroviral treatment.

Judith Butler in her 1997 book, Excitable Speech: A Politics
of the Performative, explores the link between survival and
speakability—the courage to speak out—and the discourse of
freedom. I hark back to the considered words of Dominique
Hecq, at the time my PhD supervisor, who once told me,
‘Writing is your lifeline. But never think it is your life.’

The year 2020 with its pandemic and lockdowns, Black
Lives Matter and the US presidential election in my face all the
time—every device harping about it—made writing my life,
sort of.

When I wrote ‘Still She Visits’, the writing heartened my
speakability—it gave voice to my grief. It bandaged my
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wounds from the sharpest blade of new trauma. The creative
�ction was my lifeline. Like any story, there is room to expand,
to develop. But in its simplicity, the written artefact evidences
my metaphor for life, showcases that I write—to �nd. ‘Still
She Visits’ o�ers a means of dealing with inner contradictions.
It is a creation of art whose e�ect is real.

So yes, like Hecq, now more than ever, I write to �nd. It
begins with a question, a niggling, a curiosity. It begins with
an anguish, inner-outer. It begins with a hope… for someone,
something. I accept that some of my creative �ction and
non�ction are autobiographical and o�er the potential for
catharsis through narrative, where I draw from my own
personal feeling of discontinuity, an awareness of being
between worlds as an African Australian.

In mirroring into the creative �ction aspects of my own
experience, my relationship with the characters of my stories is
symbiotic. I need them as much as they need me. As I develop
each character and transfer to them my direct or indirect
experiences, they respond. Without answering all my
questions, they �lter my meaning.

My writing starts with a skeleton. The rest is experimental,
the writing generative until the written becomes visible, more
deliberate than speaking.

Happiness…

in the months ahead is like a certi�cate of competence
framed on the wall

embossed with a signature no insight to the toil that its
owner has endured better

than most hard to keep a lid on it when joy �ees
without a chorus

leaving behind an evanescence of ghosts and shared
memories full of guidelines

on how to supervise misplaced glee
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making vows is no more than a wee boy deadly as a
�rearm taking up the tale.

believe in the power of narrative, and a richer
potency in re�ective work. Even the most reclusive

writer connects with something. In �ction writing, characters
and their creators are in a symbiotic relationship. Creation
does not detach me, the author, from the work. I connect
with the characters and with the themes of my stories as I
write. Nothing is random. I don’t question too much, and
simply take to the pen when urgency compels me.

Today, in the claws of what’s happening within-without, I
repeat a cycle that exposed itself when my sister Flora died: I
turn to writing. My writing is a search, a journey, a coming
through. Text shapes my silence. Shouts my chaos. Through
speculative �ction, I can ask fundamental philosophical
questions, interrogate the past and learn from it. I can
contemplate a future with paradigm-shifting possibilities.

As I write, I am saving my own shadows, forming,
reforming.

And I am grateful to the writers, editors and publishers
who make it possible for me to be cathartically creative in text
that speaks. My short story collection Danged Black Thing,
out by Transit Lounge Publishing in November 2021,
showcases stories mostly written during 2020. Looking at
some readerly words, it appears that my earnest text is
speaking to more than me:

“In Danged Black Thing, Eugen Bacon gives us a
cornucopia of dark fruitfulness. Her writing is equal parts
fecund earth and fine-cut jewels; her stories juxtapose the
scarred and abused with the powerfully magical, the numinous
and the deceptively mundane. They travel the known world,
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remaking all its parts as they go, and they pull new worlds,
fully formed, from Bacon’s unfettered imagination. Step off
the beaten path and lose yourself in these tales.”

—Margo Lanagan, internationally acclaimed writer of
novels and short stories

ugen Bacon is an exhilarating writer. Her work is
daring, �erce, visceral and sensual, fast paced and

packed with action, earthed yet given to �ights of fancy. It is
driven by empathy for the eccentric and marginalised, a
simmering anger at injustice and inequality, and a deep
concern for the big questions—the scorching impact of
climate change, the sharp double-edged sword of fast-
changing technology, the destructive mania of dictators, and
the immigrants' deep pain at separation and ache at leaving the
homeland. A true original who glories in language and gives
uncompromising reign to the imagination.”

—Arnold Zable, writer, novelist, and human rights
activist. 

eading the stories in Danged Black Thing is an
immersive experience. Eugen Bacon plunges the

reader into worlds beguiling and unsettling, where humans
are milked for their �uids, boundaries between technology
and bodies are blurred, and aliens fall from the sky. To try to
corral the stories into categories is a fool’s errand: they are
genre �uid—provocative, mind-blowing, at times heart-
breaking.

O�ering a heady mix of longing, loss, violence, sex and
humour, the narratives unfold mostly through the eyes of
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black women and children. There is a sense of urgency in
these voices as they struggle—and demand—to be heeded.

—Angela Savage, writer

hat the year 2020 did is that it left us a costly
legacy that can be rewarding once we know to

make more lemonade out of more lemons.

A costly legacy

authority is total the way it’s gotta be
black lives matter cofveve how about bleach
a bad grouping of tornadoes cast doubt on facts
about what imperilled the world’s agenda
how fraud paled the troika laundromat
and what’s with turkey’s gas for gold
a new variant of virus?

the dirt scandals a hand overplayed
violent deadly incompatible with law
arrogance racism antifa done it
senators forsook a scene of crime
shaking heads at �nd some votes
everyone there saw what happened
the world not there gasped it happened.

bonnie and clyde make this go away
is it constitutional who’s fake news
but nobody’s asking where the ventilators
it’s pinocchio’s nose dead right it is
a plan is close let’s go back to the regular
but a question for scholars is it just politics
a vote is all it takes or a secret pardon.
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W R I T I N G  &  E D I T I N G  W H I L E
B L A C K  D U R I N G  A  PA N D E M I C

(Adapted from an Interview Conducted May 19, 2021,
by Zelda Knight)

Question from Zelda Knight:

hat was it like releasing your �rst �ction
collection, as well as becoming Editor-in-Chief

of The Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction during a global
pandemic, and the Black Lives Matter uprisings in the United
States? What are your thoughts about the publishing industry
and Black writers today? Is Afrofuturism and
Africanfuturism opening up space for a new generation?

Answer by Sheree Renée Thomas:

t the beginning of the pandemic in March, I lost my
health insurance, right when it became clear that we

were going to be quarantining. While that was happening, I
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was at home in Memphis. But as a person who's kind of a
homebody anyway, at least, for the most part, I was okay with
the quarantine and able to stay put.

My dad is an Air Force veteran, and I have friends in the
Marines as well, so they were already calling and telling us the
rundown. Get your frozen peas, get your ramen noodles, get
your water. They made it clear early on that we might have to
hunker down. I remember thinking, okay, so this is not a drill,
this is the real deal. Keep in mind, I’m from the generation
that grew up ducking under desks as practice for a possible
nuclear attack.

So that was okay. What was not okay is the extrajudicial
killings by police. That was infuriating. I felt enraged at times
watching events unfold, listening to some of the tone-deaf
commentary, the trash framing. I felt irritated, frustrated. And
I was mentally tired of seeing Black people killed on a regular
basis—for existing. Period. For doing what they were told to
do or for responding like a human, for any mundane, everyday
range of activity you can think of at various ages and
backgrounds, people losing their lives in ways that I know no
one that's not Black would be going through, for the most
part.

And why wouldn’t they? Because they’d be treated
like actual human beings whose lives matter, people who
are thought to have a future and a value in our society. I
work in the science f iction f ield, and we are always
talking about futures. But in the real world, off the page,
it’s so very clear that neither judges nor juries, police nor
politicians give a hot damn or a real thought about Black
families or their futures. And seeing the double-sided,
two-faced legal system mete out one kind of justice for
us and another for others is just… I mean, how many
times have we seen judges use their discretion to help
straight up guilty people have lighter or no sentences
because they were “concerned about their futures?”

37



Whose future gets that kind of consideration? It sure the
hell isn’t us.

We don’t get that bene�t of doubt. Not even our children.
On a good day, in a regular classroom setting at ages four or
�ve, we are treated di�erently. Anyone can go look up those
studies and stats or read [Monique R. Monroe’s] Pushout: The
Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools, but we don’t need
to because we have either experienced it or witnessed it
ourselves. Black children, especially girls, are treated as adults
at shockingly young ages, and our children receive far harsher
punishments in school. That dynamic follows us throughout
life in this society. It’s just devastating to see how far that
dehumanization can go when coupled with the power of the
state—or vigilantes. When I edited Dark Matter, the question
was Ellisonian, about invisibility in the genre. Are we being
seen? But these repeated cases of killings by police is a
question of how we are being seen. Clearly, we’re being seen as
superhuman or as monsters. It’s horrifying.

So, Trayvon Martin, a teen who was rarely discussed by
the media or this legal system as such, is dead and his character
was assassinated from the grave, while George Zimmerman, a
racist vigilante and a grown man, is still alive. And we just
keep replacing these names with more, and there is no
systemic or spiritual change, and it is all nauseating.

I’m thinking about all of this during the pandemic, when
it seemed like every week you're hearing about someone else
unarmed dying from police in the country.

So, if we're going to talk about the pandemic, we're going
to talk about Black Lives Matter right now. We're also
thinking about how Palestinian lives matter, but for sure, the
extrajudicial killings and the protests were at the top of my
mind. And I wasn’t the only one. So, when people were
interviewing me and asking about the pandemic, I knew one
thing—I wasn’t going to bullshit and give �u�y talks about
baking bread or whatever. I am an actual human being, a
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Black woman and a mother of actual Black children living in
this world. Just because I write or write speculative �ction
doesn’t mean I get to check out of all the trauma that is being
videotaped and analyzed and abstracted all around me. It’s like
the old Southern saying, don’t start none, won’t be none. Don’t
ask any real questions if you don’t want real answers.

What also became clear to me was that for the most part,
the country seemed invested, or at least interested in following
protocols for safety when they weren't sure who was going to
drop next from COVID-19. The moment it became a public
conversation that ‘oh, it looks like only these people are dying
from it in large numbers or mostly this community seems to
be a�ected,’ then suddenly, we need to get back to work
immediately, we need to open the economy again. We need to
go back out because, of course, if it’s just Black folks dying,
disposables. Black lives don’t matter in America. And I don’t
want to hear the what-aboutism, because yes, we can chew
gum and walk. Only a person outside of a Black community
would say some dumbness like, what about Black-on-Black
crime?, as if most of this nation isn’t segregated and as if most
people aren’t killed by their own in their own communities,
often by people they know.

When haven’t our communities in Memphis, Atlanta, St.
Louis, Kansas City, Chicago, New York, LA, DC, Baltimore,
etc. not have a Stop the Violence campaign? We’ve been
marching and �sh frying and churching and afterschooling
against gun violence since before KRS-One made it a rap
national anthem. If you don’t read or subscribe to our
newspapers, if you don’t watch the few media outlets we still
have, if you don’t live or have any tangible, real contact in our
communities, you really don’t know what we do or do not do.
You have no idea how we think. TV pundits don’t represent
us. We’re tired but still �ghting, organizing. We’ve got all the
bumper stickers and T-shirts and the pain and the hope to
prove it. We don’t need to be �ghting state-sanctioned
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violence and deliberate escalation, too. What happened to the
justice system? Police have got to evolve to be more than an
o�shoot of the slave patrols which were their origin.

I'm just going to say that's how I feel. So, I’m kind of sad
when industry people ask me about the pandemic, because I
know I don't have anything fuzzy to say about it. I don’t have
any baking bread stories. I don't have any ‘I learned another
language’, built a deck, added to my library tales. Or I wrote
four books, because I'm super productive… I was grieving and
watching this neverending �ght against the anti-Black poison,
the dysfunctional beliefs that are so normalized in our
country. I was at home like everyone else, watching it bubble
out into the streets.

Obviously, I was working the entire time because I had to.
But it's like being of multiple minds on a topic. So, I'll just say
that, as a human being, I spent the pandemic angry. Trying to
be politically engaged as much as I could be and having
spirited conversations on the phone with friends that I
couldn't see, and family members who were all over the place,
and um, cleaning! Doing a lot of cleaning of groceries and
stu� like that, all the things that other people were doing, and
peeping out my window, worried!

Right before the pandemic, I was already part of a project
to support Tupelo, a small poetry press. We were asked to
write a new poem each day to help fundraise for them. So of
course, all the poems became mostly pandemic poems. At that
time, I also was reading a lot, because it was a very calming
thing. And while most social activities weren't possible, I
could always pull out a book and immerse myself into that
experience. Instead of being out and about, I was reading and
watching a lot of movies because I love horror. And it felt like
we’d been having a horror renaissance. This helped relieve tmy
anxiety about the real-life horror happening politically during
the pandemic.

My �rst all short �ction collection (I have two other books
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that are hybrids/multigenre with poetry and prose) was
supposed to be released in April. Actually, it got pushed back
for logistic reasons and obvious reasons. No bookstores were
going to be open, or warehouses either. Trucks weren't
shipping books and all that kind of thing. And I wasn't really
clear on what was going to happen next, because this was
going to be my �rst all-�ction collection and my �rst book
that would have been widely distributed since my Dark
Matter anthologies with Warner Aspect.

And so, the fact that it was going to be sitting in a
warehouse was not a great feeling. But I wasn't alone. A lot of
other artists and other people were in stasis as well—musicians
couldn't perform live. The lockdown was crucial. And
Memphis is a big live music city. Beale Street was practically
shuttered, and the tourism industry was down to a standstill.
We were supposed to be traveling to London with my
publisher, Third Man Books / Third Man Records for an
awesome literary festival at the 100 Club, ground zero for
punk rock music and host to many blues and jazz greats,
which would have been super exciting. But all that was shut
down. Some cool events in Tennessee were canceled. And one
that I was even super excited about. I was supposed to read at
friggin’ City Lights in San Francisco, which I was really
looking forward to visiting and just being among the books,
taking in that legendary history, chilling in the Bay, and yes,
reading in person. All that goodness was shut down, although
we were able to do a wonderful virtual reading with City
Lights later. The Bill T. Jones New York Live Arts festival that
I was going to be performing at, was also shut down initially.
I’d been co-curating the RED SPRING: Curating the End of
the World, four-part online Afrofuturism exhibit for Google
Arts & Culture, and the festival was to be the culminating
event. So, at the time, that summer, book-wise, things looked
bleak to me.

And then suddenly everybody and their mom want you
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on Zoom. Which initially I wasn't quite sure what that would
mean. And then I realized, ‘oh, damn, I got to be on camera all
the time!’ Talking and such.

I became a writer because I love writing. I became a writer
so I could just write on the page and keep it moving. I didn’t
become a writer to be seen, but to be heard—ideally, in the
comfort of your own home. Obviously, that is not how the
industry operates, but that was like my youthful perspective
on writing. I thought it was a �eld for shy people. Silly me!

Oh, but no. So fast forward, out of the George Floyd
protests, um, when Minneapolis was on �re. Suddenly,
publishers and others were desperate for Black content! So
that's like an interesting experience. So, we became very
resourceful.

My publisher, Third Man Books, led by editor-in-chief
Chet Wise, was very, very upbeat, and positive, and dynamic.
He's like that anyway, pandemic or no pandemic, but Chet,
who is an awesome poet and musician himself, really went
into high gear to rethink how we would launch Nine Bar
Blues, and what would we be a part of. And suddenly I found
myself, being a part of communities that I probably would not
have been invited in before. One, because they might not have
thought I was a big enough name to �y in, and put in a hotel,
and feed, at that time. I don't know. It's the cynical part of me.

And, I think because people realized after a while, that you
literally could have anybody you wanted, who has access to the
Internet, to be a part of your community or your reading
experience. And that was very nice. I think even though I
don't know if they actually made the type of money and
income that they normally would have made, had we been at,
like, a "live" reading. But you got people who were part of the
audience who were from all over the country, all over the
world, and a lot of great conversation happened, and that was
fun and exciting to see.

So that was cool. Maybe I would have had those
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invitations otherwise, but I'm not so sure because people have
limited calendars and budgets for stu�. And I'm mentioning
that because the �rst events, obviously, weren't paid events.
They're just like, "Hey, come and talk about your book!" And
we’re all scared and worried anyway, so why not have fun,
create some joy together. We didn’t have to be alone.

So, I started doing that, and then Zooming slowly became
more attached to actual income with people buying books
and that kind of thing. We didn’t want our local, indie
bookstores to go belly up. That would suck royally to have
that loss on top of all the others. So that was good. But you
must remember, I didn't start writing yesterday, and I didn't
join this publishing industry last week or last month or
whatever. I've watched it for a minute, not as long as some
others but over three decades and was working in book
publishing. So, I already know that some of the conversations
we're having now, we've been having them for years and years
and years, and it hasn't changed that much because they don't
want it to.

I have only so many fucks left for this type of
conversation, to be quite honest. And I'm not really here to
indulge the "what should we do?" kinds of conversations
because you know what you should do, because you already
know what you're working hard not to do. It takes work not to
do the right thing. So, you got to make choices along the way,
and you must be conscious of those choices. They're not all
just “unconscious bias.” Some of it is structural, and people
reinforce it because they choose to.

So, there's that. I don't think there's anything else I want
to say about the pandemic. The pandemic opened up
Pandora’s box and revealed the things that we already know
that are not working in our culture and in our society. Things
we can’t keep hiding from.

...But you want to talk about the relationship of the
pandemic to my writing. I wrote "Barefoot and Midnight," a
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short story that was published in Apex Magazine, out of that
anger. Keeping in mind that I'm watching Lovecraft Country,
after having watched Watchmen, previously, both great
adaptations of novels or graphic novels with little known
history and "di�cult subjects.”

And I happened to live one block away from the historical
marker for the 1866 massacre of African Americans in
Memphis. One of several massacres. That horror happened
right around the yellow fever epidemic, and right around
emancipation in Memphis, at least because, of course, the
Union had taken over the city, and the Freeman schools were
being set up and everything, and people were for the �rst time
in their lives being paid for their labor. And Memphis police,
white, mostly Irish, felt a type of way about it, and went out
and started murdering every man, woman, and child they
could �nd for three days, unchecked even by the Union itself.

So, there's a marker a block away from my home.
And then the National Civil Rights Museum is a block

away from that. It still has the original façade of the Lorraine
Motel, the Green Book establishment where Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr. was murdered when he came to support the
Sanitation Workers strike. I AM A MAN. So, this all feels full
circle with no justice or peace. And watching the Black Lives
Matter protests, the inevitable backlash and bad faith
demonizing of it, participating in some of the protests in
Memphis, and just knowing what the long-standing,
generational, systemic problems are in my hometown, and
then watching it play out nationally--it was a lot. It was a lot to
process.

The other dynamic was certain people wanting content,
but then being very disrespectful about it. Because everything
felt accelerated. They needed everything yesterday, but I was
also seeing on social media how some of these folks weren’t
even returning messages or queries from writers yesterday.
And I'm like, I'm barely even conscious talking to you right
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now. So, you—as in the book publishing science �ction and
fantasy industry you—play around for how long, pretending
like you can't �gure out how to publish this work or do these
certain things. And now suddenly, you need it yesterday? So
that was… “interesting” watching that dynamic. And it is
what it is. I've seen the pendulum swing one way in
publishing, and then swing right back to the status quo.
When I began, my publishing mentors had seen the same time
and time again. Memphis Minnie, the blues guitarist and
composer wrote, ain’t nothing new in rambling. It sho’ll ain’t.
So, we'll all just keep working while we can and see what
happens.

On Fantasy & Science Fiction Magazine. I was already
prepared for a transitional space of something that is very
beloved and has a great legacy. F& SF has published writers I
absolutely love and admire, and I want to continue that legacy.
I also love to hear from people who say that they have been
reading it since they were teenagers. You know what I mean?
The magazine came out in 1949, right. So, we're talking about
elders, and it's a source of joy and pleasure for them. I can feel
that.

Reading the magazine is a source of joy and pleasure for
many, but I also want people to be able to say down the road
that they were reading the magazine when they were teenagers
and �fteen-year-olds, back in 2021. So that's going to look
very di�erent sometimes than the work that was being
published in the 1950s.

And I think that’s something that needs to be understood
as well. You're not going to grow or build your audience if
you're catering only to the last generations. You must have
work that speaks to multiple generations, works that re�ect
our world today and how people today think tomorrow might
be, works that might have some di�erent aesthetics or
storytelling styles and content, which we're lucky to have. It’s
a delicate dance, o�ering some of what readers have always
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loved, while o�ering them glimpses of something possibly
new, and a few things here and there that are thrilling to
me, too.

So that part of editing is exciting. I love reading the work
and thinking about it. I love the stories that make me think
about them way after I've been reading them, when I'm
looking at something else. And I'm still thinking about that
story I read or this character that they created on the page.
That’s when you know you’ve read a keeper, one that should
be published, and hopefully, at F& SF!

I also recognize that most writers don't have writers’
groups and communities. They're writing alone. They may be
the only writer—or regular genre reader—in their family. And
if they have readers, it's people who are friends or family, and
it's not necessarily other aspiring writers or professionals.

They're not going to necessarily have mentors who are
looking out for them. So, I try to give resources that will help
them self-edit and build up their network and knowledge base
so they can have a shot out here, too. So, I'm going to be
spending my summer at Odyssey and Clarion West (I am a
CW ’99 alum).

Some other highlights of writing during the pandemic are:
I just did a Black Panther novelette for Marvel’s Black Panther:
Tales of Wakanda anthology edited by Jesse J. Holland (Titan
Books), and some other great stu�, but yeah, it was awesome.
Jesse’s a great editor, and I’m thrilled to be published with
some cool writers. I love their stories. As soon as we got the
proof, I went straight through them. First, I would check to
make sure my name is spelled right and then check if my story
looked good. They didn't drop any paragraphs or anything
o�. Everything looked great. And then I went and started
reading from the introduction.

As a reader, I usually skip introductions, but I wanted to
read this one because Mr. Boseman had passed on and I
wanted to read what Jesse said. Chadwick will always be our
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Black Panther. And it was very moving. They're being creative
with the promotion because of the pandemic. We got to work
this technomagic and get our Wakanda on!

Which reminds me of Afrofuturism. There's a lot more
scholarship, and it's not just about Octavia E. Butler and
Samuel R. Delany, who we love. It's about other writers as
well. So, that's exciting to see. They're writing about Nalo
Hopkinson and Tananarive Due and Steven Barnes and N. K.
Jemisin and Nnedi Okorafor’s Africanfuturism, and others. A
lot more African writers, too. Which is really great to see! I
don't really have much to say about the conversations around
Afrofuturism and Africanfuturism, because I’m tired now
and we can talk about this work and the legacy that helped
create it without shitting on it. This ain’t the Hunger Games.

Everybody needs to name and claim terms that speakmore
directly to their identities. That’s wonderful! Let’s just honor
all these Black science �ction writers who created a space when
there was no space, who created speculative �ction with
intention and love. Many looked down on the genre, before
authors like Samuel R. Delany, Octavia E. Butler, Steven
Barnes, Tananarive Due, Nalo Hopkinson, and N. K. Jemisin
became more mainstream, and please cite scholar and visual
artist Pamela Phatsimo Sunstrum who never gets mentioned.
Good grief.

It’s been quite a journey, a long time coming, and I am
excited about reading wonderful, rich, layered stories that are
born from Africans in Africa and those in the diaspora, and I
am just excited we have �nally created the space over these
years where other folks want to read, publish, and celebrate
them and when these writers are able to gather together and
publish and celebrate themselves. Envisioning good futures is
hard work. It’s going to take all of our hands!

47



I

8
T H E  Y E A R  T H AT  WA S N ’ T,

Y E T  WA S

BY MILTON DAVIS

t was supposed to be the year it all came together.
After twelve years of indie publishing, I had a

feeling that 2020 was going to me my watershed moment, the
year that I would reach critical mass reception and my book
sales would take o�. And then Covid came.

In March, I came down with a bad cough. I dealt with it
for a few days before my wife insisted that I go to my doctor
and have it checked out. The doctor examined me and told me
I had pneumonia. He prescribed medicines then sent me
home. I ended up at home for two weeks before I felt well
enough to go back to work. By then the word was out; Covid
was a thing.

I was glad my wife was retired and didn’t have to get out
into the world. It was di�erent for my kids. My son’s job
eventually furloughed him, as did my daughter’s. I wasn’t so
lucky. My secret identity is a technical director for a small
chemical manufacturing company, and we make sanitizer and
disinfectants. We were considered ‘essential workers,’ so I
continued to go to work, driving on almost deserted roads to
and from work. When I arrived home, I scrubbed down
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before spending time with the family and concentrating on
my writing and publishing.

All my plans changed. There were no cons to attend, no
presentations, no book festivals or book signings. Everything
pointed to 2020 being a bad year. But it wasn’t. A quote from
all places ‘Lord of The Rings’ comes to mind when I think
about this year. Frodo was sitting with Gandalf and he said, ‘I
wish the Ring had never come to me. I wish none of this had
happened.’ Gandalf replied, ‘So do all who live to see such
times, but that is not for them to decide. All we have to decide
is what to do with the time that is given to us.’

So, I went to work. I stepped out of my comfort zone and
began doing reading via Facebook Live. I expanded my social
media presence and focused on guiding potential book buyers
to my webstore. I turned my quarantine time into creative
time, writing more stories and beginning new novels. Most of
all, I connected more with my family. The one thing Covid
did was remind us how �eeting time is and how important
family and friends are.

I began the year with positive expectations, struggled
though if with fears and doubts, then ended it with a stronger
sense of self, creativity and belief. 2020 turned out being my
best year book sales wise, and 2021 had begun with
encouraging results. I feel sadness for all those we lost and
some anger because we lost many unnecessarily. But as the
quote says, all we have to decide is what to do with the time
that is given to us. I’ve made my decision.
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D I L M A N  D I L A

nterviewer: Where did you spend the lockdown?
Dilman Dila: The �rst one, starting around

April 2020, found me at home. I had just returned from a trip
to Gulu, where I was mentoring young �lmmakers, and was
lucky I got home a day or so before the lockdown was
announced. Once home, I was not bothered by the lockdown
because I’m comfortable staying alone, as long as I’ve got
electricity to juice up my gadgets.

Interviewer: What were you doing before the pandemic?
Dilman Dila: Nothing in particular. Other than the �lm

training I was doing upcountry of Uganda, I had no major
thing going. I was working on a short �lm though, which I
�nished in May 2020, but it was for my Youtube channel, one
of those I do for practice.

I had four trips planned for 2020 though, one to France,
one to South Africa, and two to the US, and for me since I
spend a lot of time stuck behind a desk, I look forward to such
trips, for they break up the monotony, and help me see the
world better. It’s the only regret I had in 2020, for then I
could not travel and relieve myself from the stress of spending
hours alone in my dark o�ce, creating otherworldly stories.
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Interviewer: Did the pandemic hinder your projects?
Dilman Dila: Not really. Only the travels I mentioned

above. I always have several projects I’m working on at the
same time, and so when one fails, or I develop what some
people call writers’ block (which I �nd is a myth, it’s just burn
out, or something similar), then I turn to another project and
it will be like I’m diving into a whole new world. It does help a
lot that I work in multiple media, so if I get tired of doing one,
then I switch to another.

The pandemic meant people stayed home, and since I
work from home, it didn’t really impact on my life that much.
If anything, it put me right in my comfort zone as I did not
have any excuse to go out and idle in the malls or cinemas or
hang out with people just to pass time.

I probably can say I was lucky that the pandemic got me
with some cash in my account. It’s not always been the case.
There were periods of time when I would be broke for
months, but somehow since 2015 I got a string of good deals,
mostly related to �lm, and so I had stockpiled a little bit of
something in my account, and so when the pandemic hit, I
was not too worried about where to get my next meal. I could
a�ord to shop online, or what passes for online shopping in
Uganda. You call up someone on phone, most likely a
bodaboda, or a market vendor, tell them what you want to
buy, and then they send it to you and you pay either in cash or
with mobile money. Of course it is a little expensive compared
to regular shopping, and sometimes you get not exactly what
you asked for, because you’ll tell them send me tomatoes for
2000 UGX, or perhaps I want a bunch of bananas, and there
being no standards of measurement, you might frown when
they deliver. It is di�erent when you go to the market on your
own and can choose what you want to buy at that price. So
other than this inconvenience, I was in a good place, money
wise, and didn’t really feel the impact of the pandemic.

Interviewer: What was the pandemic like in Uganda?
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Dilman Dila: In Uganda, the �rst time was a total
lockdown, which meant no movement of goods or persons.
There were exceptions; you needed to get a special pass, and of
course people abused the system and would pay bribes to get
this pass. The e�ects of the lockdown were far worse than the
e�ect of Covid-19 itself, for many people died because they
couldn’t access hospitals, or because security personal were
too eager to enforce the president’s directives. We have a very
violent security force, who with impunity will beat, or shoot
live bullets at civilians, and they are always looking for an
excuse. So when the president said no movement, they got the
excuse they needed to mete out violence, or extort money
from those who they saw were rich.

There were also a lot of politics attached to the lockdown,
since we were going into general elections and our dictator
president was determined to sti�e his main opposition.
Whenever the opposition held rallies, police broke it up, citing
Covid SOPs, and yet the president and his supporters were
allowed to freely hold rallies. This made the citizens skeptical
about the existence of Covid-19 in the country.

Then, around May 2021, after the president held his
inauguration ceremony, with over four thousand visitors,
many from all over Africa, in one place, we had a second wave
of Covid. Of course we are not being told this was the cause,
but two weeks after the ceremony, we started hearing of
increased cases of Covid, and it is safe to surmise this might
have been the spark. So we are now in a second lockdown, and
it is milder compared to the �rst, since goods and bodabodas
are allowed to move.

Interviewer: What other media do you work on?
Dilman Dila: I don’t favor one media over the other. I

started out as a writer, so in a way I always identify myself as a
writer �rst, but this could also be because for every media I
work in, it has to start with writing down the story. Whether
it’s �lm, or graphic novel, or digital art, story comes �rst; so
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well, writer comes �rst in my bio. But it doesn’t take
precedence over the other art forms.

In the beginning, all I wanted to do was write, but I
wanted to also earn a living from my arts, and this was
incredibly di�cult in Uganda in the early 2000s, when I was
coming of age. We had no publishing industry, and the best
you could hope for was a job with the newspapers. I didn’t
want to do that. Around that time Nollywood was booming,
and a lot of people were buying DVDS and CDs, and I
thought that would be a nice way to make a living o� my
writing, so I started to make �lms. Perhaps, if I was coming of
age in the present day, when there are a lot of writing
opportunities for a writer based in Africa, I might have not
branched out into di�erent media.

Today, writing sort of brings me the fame, and �lm pays
my bills, so I have to juggle them both together. Making
science �ction and fantasy �lms, however, require knowledge
of visual e�ects, and I was struggling to get this right early on,
until I discovered the world of CGI. In getting to learn that, I
found myself in the world of digital arts, and that I could
make comics and stu� like that, so I went into that �eld. It
became another way to make an extra income, so when �lm is
not paying me, digital art is, all of which sustain me as a full
time artist and give me a lot of time to write. I don’t go so
much into comics because it’s a media I got into recently. I
didn’t grow up with comics like most people in Western
countries, so I’m not so attached to it as to �lm and writing,
but I’m seeing it as another way to tell very complex stories
without breaking my back, and once I’m very comfortable
with CGI (and after I get a more powerful computer to make
rendering easier), I’ll probably dig into it more. Perhaps I
might get into creating video games as well. That is something
I’ve always wanted to do, but not the action stu�, simple
picture-and-prose games, perhaps like the choose-your-own-
adventure kind.
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During last lockdown, I saw a call from the South African
National Arts Festival for online exhibitions, and I thought,
why not give it a try? So I pitched them the idea of an
interactive graphic novel. I only had a rough idea of what I
was talking about, and I sort of did not expect them to buy it,
but I got the email saying they want me to do it, and so I
panicked, and began to research on how to make an
interactive graphic novel. I spent most of that lockdown,
April-May 2020, learning and creating it, a sort of non-linear
novel where you have to guess the plot as you click about on
the site. I called it Jopolo, and it is about sky-travel in ancient
African communities. It was a decent trial, but I’ll be getting
back to it in future when I’ve re�ned the technique better.

So there is this thing called transmedia, and mostly it’s a
preserve for the big media companies. They release a �lm and
it is linked to this universe that involves books, comics,
websites, series, everything. I’ve always wanted to do such a
story. In creating Jopolo I was unconsciously trying to make a
transmedia piece. Only after the story was up did someone
point out to me that this is transmedia, and now that I have
been given a name to the whole concept, well, it becomes easy
to research how to create stories in that genre.

Currently it is hard, but I see in the future technology
which will allow anyone to create transmedia pieces. For
example, I foresee a future where you don’t need knowledge
of CGI to create an animation. Perhaps you can just write it
like you are writing a novel and then arti�cial intelligence will
pick up on it and generate the digital image, or the digital
animation. When that time comes, transmedia will be
achievable by anyone. For now, only the big companies have
the resources to tell a story in multiple platforms, with each
platform telling a di�erent chapter of this story.

Interviewer: Which other African speculative writers are
you familiar with?

Dilman Dila: There are quite a few, but I’ll perhaps talk
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about the ones from Uganda, particularly Mutabingwa who
has self-published a couple of books, and was nominated for
the Nommo Awards and shortlisted for the African Writers
Trust Seed Fund in 2020. The spec writing scene in Uganda is
still very young and has not caught on like in Nigeria or South
Africa or Kenya, not sure why. There are a lot of people trying
out comics, but most of it are imitations of popular superhero
comics which I would say are not worth talking about.

Interviewer: Your view on African speculative �ction?
Dilman Dila: One thing that bothers me in African

speculative �ction is trying to make every African legend into
a superhero, or turning all the Orishas into superheroes, when
they were really not all superheroes. It’s a conversation we
probably should have at some point as writers from the
continent, because we so easily get accused of imitation. Some
people still don’t see science �ction and fantasy as being an
African genre. But my point is, for example, in telling the
story of Luanda Magere, who in Luo mythology was made of
stone and invincible in battle because spears could not harm
him, there is no need to make him a superhero. Of course
when you look at it, he seems a superhero; but when you
analyze the story, he wasn’t really a superhero, not as we know
them. He had a weakness, a very big weakness, and it killed
him. Such legends were often created out of the reality of the
cultures that birthed them. The Luo, like many nations in
Africa, did not engage in war for conquest, but mostly for
defense, or for revenge, and rarely to take the land of other
people. Perhaps to take their cattle and other property, but
I’m yet to hear of stories where war was fought for conquest.
It could explain why colonialists found it easy to subjugate us.
So Luanda is depicted as �ghting only one people, the Langi,
or the Nandi, depending on the storyteller, who are described
as being an enemy of the Luo. I wouldn’t call that a superhero.
The origin of his powers are also not discussed, and his death
signi�es that the story was meant to discourage superheroism,
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perhaps to emphasise the dangers, or the futility, of relying on
a single person in war, which is the direct opposite of
superheroes as we know them.

Anyway, it’s me rambling, but I think it’s a conversation
we should have. Should Bachwezi be portrayed as superheroes,
or should we treat them as the people back then treated them
—as demigods who were mediums to a greater God,
Ruhanga, which Christians eventually called their own God?
The Bachwezi, in the stories, did not have ‘powers’. They were
just demigods, and they ruled, and when the time came,
following a prophecy, they ‘vanished’. So today, should we
write them as superheroes?

56



W

1 0
E X P E C T  T H E  U N E X P E C T E D —

W T H ?

BY LINDA D. ADDISON

hen 2020 began, I couldn’t have predicted the
next 12 months, even using all of my horror

writer’s imagination. How could I have known that the end of
2020 would be the beginning of my feeling normal, after
months of lingering Coronavirus symptoms? Even though
I’ve tried most of my life to make peace with expecting the
unexpected, last year really tested my belief.

2020 made the world that much smaller as we watched
every country on Earth being impacted by the worldwide
pandemic called COVID-19. The e�ect on countries, and
entire generations, is yet to be measured as we cobble together
a new reality. There are words in our vocabulary that didn’t
exist before: Covid-19, (lingering) Coronavirus symptoms,
Long Haulers, self-isolation, shelter-in-place, social distancing,
PPE (personal protective equipment), elbow bump (replacing
high �ves and hugs), self-quarantine, surge capacity, �attening
curve, contact tracing, etc.

These words existed before, but not in the world of �ve
year olds, not in everyday conversation. The word coronavirus
came into being in 1968, because the viruses looked like the
solar corona.
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2020 The Plan

December 2019: I was 100k words into my �rst novel
and trying to work out a writing schedule for 2020 that would
allow me to �nish the �rst draft. I was side-tracked with
cataract surgery on both eyes at the end of 2019. Then mid-
January 2020, I had to have surgery on my torn right thumb
ligament, after tripping in a supermarket parking lot (of
course I’m right handed). I thought that was a hard way to
start the year, and it had to get better, right?

I started planning for another year of juggling writing
projects for myself and others, and traveling for writing
conferences, family and fun. I made lists of events and
reservations that would be needed.

My �rst event was the African American Multimedia
Conference (AAMMC) from February 13 to 17, organized by
Sumiko Saulson in San Francisco, CA. I got to hang out with
the wonderfully talented Nisi Shawl and others. Before
heading back to Arizona, I spent a little time with my son,
fully expecting to see him later in the year.

I was also very excited and looking forward to the 2020
release of the �lm “Mourning Meal” (inspired by my poem of
the same name) by producer and director Jamal Hodge. The
�lm was released in online viewing and won awards for the
director, actress, and cinematography.

We didn’t know a global disease was coming, even though
Coronavirus was �rst detected in the United States in
February 2020. My mind was on the travel I had to do for the
rest of the year and my writing deadlines. I began making
plane and hotel reservations to prepare for my upcoming trips.
Here I come, Indianapolis IN, England, Scotland, Phoenix
AZ, Salem MA, Atlanta GA, and Sedona AZ!

February 26: I �nished the �rst draft of my novel, took a
deep breath and started getting it in shape for my beta-readers.
The month ended with a report from the CDC saying that
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Covid-19 met two of the three factors for pandemic status.
The third factor was worldwide spread.

March 11: Covid-19 met the third factor and was
declared a pandemic. That day, I drove to the supermarket,
bought twice as much food and supplies as usual and �lled my
gas tank. My next event was supposed to be March 14, the
Tucson Festival of Books, which had been great fun and a place
I’ve sold books and moderated panels for the last few years. It
was postponed.

I stopped making new plane and hotel reservations and
created a separate list of the reservations already made. An
uneasy feeling began building inside me about the future.
Watching the news, I realized the six other conferences on my
list weren’t going to happen, including my extended trip to
Scotland after Chillercon UK. My plan for the year unraveled
as the world began to close down.

March 13: 26-year-old Breonna Taylor was killed by
police in her apartment during a botched raid—another Black
life violently taken. The creation of #SayHerName in social
media grew to highlight the death of Black female victims.

By mid-March, all 50 states and four U.S. territories had
reported cases of Covid-19 with numbers that were low
compared to the numbers of the sick and dying later in the
year, but startling then. I looked at my list of conferences and
travels for almost every month of the year and began to cancel
the reservations.

I stopped going out, spent time distracting myself with
deadlines on writing projects I could do at home. I had a
Skype call with my cousins, who live 20 minutes drive away,
because we weren’t meeting in person. This seemed strange
then, compared to now, in 2021, when it’s standard operating
procedure.

March 19: California becomes the �rst state to issue a
stay-at-home order. My son lives in California.

March ended with a pile of handmade masks at my front
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door entrance to use when going out and no idea what this
uncertain future was going to mean for me or the world.

2020 Change in Plans

In the beginning of the pandemic, I decided to use my
time alone at home to work on my writing and get through
other projects. As much as I enjoy being around other people,
I also loved being in my home and just writing. I was
determined to be as productive as possible, in spite of all the
bad news burning up the internet.

I made gratitude lists, kept up my journal (which I’ve
done since 1969), and switched to meetings online. When I
went to the store every two weeks for supplies, I bought extras
and did everything I could to stay safe (masks, hand washing,
etc.). The more science I read about the virus, the more I
realized this wasn’t going to end quickly.

To maintain some level of peace, I decided to minimize
how much of the news of people in denial and leaders making
bad decisions I would watch, because I knew it would drain
my energy and this new reality was draining enough. I started
just reading the headlines online, because I pretty much knew
the rest of the articles were about the ongoing disaster the
world was becoming and people behaving badly.

In between writing, I would take breaks and spend time
outside in my yard doing tai chi and trimming the bushes.
Other times, I would go through closets, etc. to make piles of
things to give away. These little tasks helped give my mind
something else to chew on, other than what looked like the
world going to hell.

2020 The Struggle Gets Real

New rules: car parades for children birthday celebrations,
online meetings for weddings, doing readings, panels and
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classes. I went out to my yard every day, because like a plant, I
needed sunlight; FaceTime with family and friends, exercise at
home alone. Keeping expectations to whatever got done in a
day was sometimes enough to get me through the day.

I was always turning back to writing, to being in the
Present, to breathing and loving nature around me (the
mountains, hummingbirds). I leaned on my daily meditation
and tai chi, as well as weekly online meetings with my tai chi
community to try to stay centered. I reminded myself that
even if I wanted to do more in a day, what I did was enough.
Kindness to myself and others became my new religion.

More new rules: get up early to shop during senior hours,
once back home, spend time wiping down each item, and
attending writer conferences online. I spent time watching
YouTube videos on how to setup my background, lighting,
etc. for online meetings.

April 18: it was strange watching the virtual Horror
Writers Association (HWA) Bram Stoker event alone, on my
computer. I remembered all the annual events I had attended,
the fun of hanging out with other horror writers, and getting
dressed up. I don’t remember what I was wearing at home, by
myself, probably something comfortable, and no makeup.

When they announced that the poetry collection The
Place of Broken Things, written by myself and Alessandro
Manzetti, won the 2019 HWA Bram Stoker award® for
Superior Achievement in Poetry, I stood up and cheered out
loud. As my voice seemed to echo in my house, I felt a little
sad, even while so happy.

I �gured out how to do business through the emails, so I
didn’t have to meet people in person. Taxes, follow-up
appointments with my hand surgeon through Telehealth;
having worked as a software developer before retiring to write
full-time, I was open to using technology to do what I could.

Also, I noticed my weight going up from stress eating and
not moving around, so I made a concentrated e�ort to eat
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more healthy and workout. I started to realize that too many
Zoom meetings were taking me away from writing, but it was
so hard to write that I allowed the distractions. I began having
more trouble sleeping.

2020 Real Life Horror—Up Close and Personal

May: While getting the last chapter of my first novel
ready to send out for feedback, I felt very emotional about
putting “The End” on the first draft of this big project. I
finished up some work for other writing projects, which made
me feel more normal in a world that was quickly becoming
abnormal.

Some balance returned from getting together with
di�erent writing communities online. Even though we
weren’t physically in the same room, I felt better seeing
familiar faces. Towards the end of the month, I began getting
feedback from my �rst readers on the novel and I was excited
to get to work.

The month ended with news that 100,000 people had
died from Covid-19 in the USA! I cancelled my annual
checkups with the eye doctor and the dentist and used my
electric hair clippers to trim my own mohawk sides, since I
wasn’t going to the barber. Laughed when I accidentally
shaved a bald spot on one side of my head, so what? It wasn’t
going to be seen on camera for my online meetings and I
suspected it would grow in before it was safe to go to a barber
shop.

In an online meeting with other creative people, the term
skin hungry came up. Really hit home, the third month
keeping away from friends and family felt so hard. I hadn’t
wanted to think about how long this would go on, so I used
all tools in my belief system (meditation, prayers, tai chi) to
stay present and safe, while not thinking about the uncertain
future. I decided to take my car for a drive once a week, to

62



keep it in good shape, since I was only going to the
supermarket every two to three weeks.

Technology, in the form of cell phone videos, delivered to
the world footage of the death of two more Black people:
Ahmaud Arbery (25 years old, jogging, unarmed); George
Floyd arrested for allegedly using a counterfeit bill, died with
an o�cer’s knee on his neck, after saying he couldn’t breathe.

My anger and fearfulness for my brothers and son became
hard to process. It wasn’t as though this was something new,
and that was the problem. The videos of their deaths were
watched in many countries and suddenly there were protests
popping up to support Black Lives Matter, demanding justice
and change.

There were other projects that kept me busy in the writing
world: being interviewed, occasional poems written for
anthologies, blurbs for others. I was on the jury for the Shirley
Jackson Award; poetry selection for Space and Time Magazine
every three months. When all else failed, there was lots to
watch on the streaming channels for distraction.

I have been journaling in notebooks since 1969. My
journals are the source of many poems and stories that I’ve
published. Going through them for this piece, I noticed a lot
of lists of mundane things done, like laundry, pressed clothes,
etc. mixed in with bits of poetry about anger and loneliness.

June 1: I asked myself the last time I was in the presence
of another person, other than the post o�ce and supermarket.
It seemed like a long time ago at that point. I went back to
writing my Gratitude List: my son and I are healthy, my
writing is doing well, etc.

June 8: I woke up exhausted, coughing, no appetite and
thought it was just allergies. Since I couldn’t concentrate on
editing my novel, I cruised social media, took a nap and felt a
little better when I woke. Then coughed all night, and I felt weak
the next day. I took my temperature that evening and it was
slightly higher than usual, and besides fatigue and cough, I had
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body aches/chills, sore throat, headache, shortness of breath, loss
of appetite, nausea, brain fog, and loss of taste. Not allergies.

I called my doctor, who o�ered to give me a Covid-19 test,
but I live alone, and was too sick to drive around the corner to
the o�ce. Also, I was terri�ed of being around anyone and
giving this to them, so we agreed I would keep track of my
temperature and breathing. If things got bad, I would have to
go to the hospital, which was already �lling up with very sick
people.

There was no one to contact trace, because I always wore a
mask outside the house and sanitized when I returned home
from food shopping. I lived in a state that didn’t require
masks at that point, so the stores always had many people
without masks.

There are treatment options available now that weren’t
available in June 2020. For nine days, I dragged myself out of
the bed, sat in the living room wrapped in a blanket, put on
mindless television shows, and breathed. Each breath felt like a
gift I didn’t know was coming.

Thankfully, I never got sick enough to go into the
hospital. Family and friends kept in touch by phone, but I
didn’t talk much because of the coughing, shortness of breath
and fatigue. I had plenty of supplies in the house and turned
down o�ers of help, because there was nothing anyone could
do and I was continually fearful of passing this to others. My
friend Jill left fresh produce at my door.

On the ninth day, I started feeling a little better, coughing
less. Each day delivered some improvement. A month later, I
had only slight cough, fatigue, and shortness of breath. I went
for a doctor’s visit and got an inhaler, which helped my
breathing. Since I never had an o�cial test for Covid-19 while
I was sick, I’ve described myself as having Coronavirus
symptoms.

I spent the rest of the year with deep fatigue, brain fog (no
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working on novel edits), headaches, and muscle aches. I was
able to stop using the inhaler in September, the same month
my appetite returned (I ate small meals, while watching
cooking shows up to then, so I could distract myself). My hair
came out in handfuls, so I had it cut short after my annual
birthday sel�e. Even with all that, I was so grateful for each
day, and each breath because I knew there were Long Haulers
who were su�ering much more.

By October, I had days I could actually do one task, but
napping became my new hobby.

2020 The End & Beginning

December 16: The �rst day I woke feeling normal after
six months. Gone was the deep fatigue and headache, and
most of the brain fog had ended—I couldn’t believe it! I kept
up journaling through the whole year. From this day on, I
wrote the number of the day since feeling well again. I �nally
stopped noting it after the 60th day.

2020 ended with so much Light for me. My story
“Shadow Dreams” was accepted for Marvel/Titan’s Black
Panther: Tales of Wakanda anthology, which was amazing!
The Science Fiction & Fantasy Poetry Association voted me
their 2020 Grand Master, an incredible honor I never saw
coming. Writing, without struggling again, was joyous.

The year ended with new positive leadership in our
country, �lling me with hope that better decisions would be
made to help all of us heal on every level.

2021 Sanity & Hope Returns

Over the years, I’ve developed a belief that everything we
encounter, everyone we cross paths with, is an opportunity to
learn something about ourselves and the world. The lessons of
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2020 are going to take time to process for me personally, and
the world in general.

The �rst quarter of 2021 has passed and there are more
than 550,000 deaths in America; 2,830,000 Worldwide.
People are being vaccinated, but people are still dying, because
questionable decisions are being made in some states and by
individuals.

I have had the �rst vaccine shot and will have the second
seven days from �nishing this piece. Wearing a mask, keeping
my distance when I’m outside my home, and sanitizing will
continue for me. Hope surfaces as friends and family get
vaccinated, because it is the path to not getting desperately
sick, to not dying. That path didn’t exist last year.

With three months under my belt of feeling normal, I’m
writing again, gardening, and daydreaming a little about
traveling (maybe in 2022), going to the movies, shopping
malls, restaurants and hugging.

There will be a new normal. My biggest hope is that one
of the lessons people take away from this pandemic is that we
are all humans on this planet, no matter what culture,
economic level, skin tone—just humans, and we need to work
together for the good of all.
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A  Q U A R T E R  I N  T H E  A B Y S S :  O N E
W R I T E R’ S  J A U N T  T H R O U G H  T H E

B OW E L S  O F  L O C K D OW N

BY TOBI OGUNDIRAN

. At the Mouth of  Madness
In March, 2020, I went to prison.

Okay, not prison, prison, but what do you call being
locked up 24/7, for three months straight, with nary a ray of
sun on your face, nor the breath of wind on the back of your
neck, your food brought to you by folks in hazmat suits,
having to wait in line for groceries and other personal hygiene
products? The Coronavirus pandemic had gripped the world
and sent it into frenzy, and terms like “lockdown” and “social
distancing” swirled in our consciousness.

I school in Russia and live in a dorm brimming with
international students, and for our “safety” the school decided
to lock us in. Not for long, they told us; our incarceration was
meant to last two weeks, but two weeks became a month, then
two, then three.

I fell into a lose routine. Discord classes in the morning
(which involved our professors droning mindlessly while we
tittered in the chats), followed by an intense bingeing of my
favourite shows (The Blacklist, Money Heist, The Expanse),
then the haunting of dorm rooms and hallways in search of
social interaction, interspersed with theoccasional
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contemplation of the frozen and eerily deserted Penza
cityscape through the windows as I imagined daring prison
breaks I could stage from the eighth �oor which would not
involve breaking my neck.

I had a lot of time to read, to think, to write. I had only
just sent out my novel to agents at the start of the lockdown
and was in that limbo where I wondered what to do next.
Start another book? Publishing is notoriously slow and the
only way to keep sane is to keep busy, to always be working on
the next thing. So while I thought up fresh novel-length ideas,
I dabbled in short stories, and if the stories skewed a little dark
in tone, if the stories re�ected all my thoughts and anxieties of
the world at large, I could hardly be blamed. In April, I wrote
a story called The Goatkeeper’s Harvest, a chilling tale about a
mother and her children trapped in a house while forces
outside raged against them, their helplessness as things went
wrong …

Interlude: On writing
As a writer, I deal in the business of words and languages.

How they sound, how they’re strung together in just the right
order to convey a feeling, an image, an idea. Acquiring another
language really does open your mind to various possibilities
and changes your worldview. I love languages. I excelled at
French in secondary school, although I am sad to say that I’ve
forgotten most of it. But it’s one thing to have your exposure
to a language con�ned to the classroom, another entirely to
think and be deeply immersed in another language
and,subsequently, culture. In the beginning, you’re mostly
translating from your �rst language into the second, and this
makes for halting, grammatically incorrect sentences. But once
you get the groove of it, it becomes much easier to form
sentences, sometimes even phrases you’ve picked up from
native speakers, to express your thought.

I mostly contend with English when I’m writing, or
reading for pleasure. But when you spend ninety percent of
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your time thinking and communicating in another language,
you may �nd that you start to lose the vocabulary of your
lingua franca, or exchange words for each language to form a
kind of �uid amalgam understood by others who share the
same experience. This is something, of course, which exists in
most colonized nations and is done subconsciously, because
that’s how it’s always been. You’ll be hard-pressed to �nd
Yoruba speakers of my generation who speak clean,
unadulterated Yoruba; it’s always mixed with English. But you
don’t really notice it, because you’re used to it. However, it’s
something I’ve become acutely aware of since I started
speaking and thinking in Russian. Sometimes it’s much easier
to just substitute the Russian word rather than rack my brain
for the English equivalent.So when I’m speaking to my friend,

I’m going to the supermarket
Becomes
I’m going to the магазин (pronounced magazine)

But since writing, in the words of Stephen King, is re�ned
thinking, rarely does this happen when writing. I have the
time to stop and think, and put down exactly what I mean.
Often, through this process, when I think of a Russian word
for which there isn’t actually an equivalent in English, the
closest I can come to translating it is an adjective qualifying a
noun. And I �nd ways to translate this feeling or concept
accurately to English. I’m not always successful, but I daresay
my trying makes for richer writing.

. Lost in the Dark
By mid-May, we’d been cooped up for two months,

with no end in sight, and we’d just about gotten fed up.
A couple of students living on the �rst and second �oors

escaped through the windows. They were caught on CCTV’s
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and promptly expelled. Not that they could leave the country
as the borders were still closed. But from this point until the
end of the lockdown, we had police watching the building day
and night. Sometimes when we got bored, we would jeer at
them and pelt them with food.

Prison, I tell you.

he virus came to us at the end of May, a thief in the
night.

It happened thus: a student was hustled to the hospital for
an emergency appendectomy. He got his appendectomy but
brought COVID back with him to the dorm. Now remember
the very brilliant plan of locking us all up to prevent
infection? Not so brilliant, after all. It turned out to be a
double-edged sword. We were chickens in a coup and the virus
ate through us, at �rst insidiously, a sneaky monster toying
with its prey; then ravaging through us with the enthusiasm of
a great brute, all pretence at subtlety abandoned.We all came
down with COVID, all 500+ students, with varying degrees
of symptoms.

I got the full package. There was pain in my right leg,
precisely in my soleus muscle, which I remember ascribing to
my jaunts up and down the numerous �ights of stairs to my
friends’ rooms. I was feverish, su�ered from headache,
tingling all over my body, dry stu�y nose, watery explosions
out my rear end. I told myself it was just the �u. Spring had
come after all, and I usually came down with the �u every
spring. Not once did I dream it was COVID. Why should I,
when I hadn’t been out in nearly two months? It wasn’t until
one evening as I attended my dinner of noodles and spicy
chicken that I realized I couldn’t taste the chicken. It felt like
eating cardboard (I would know because I consumed a lot in
my childhood). More importantly I couldn’t smell.
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At this point, the �u-like symptoms were gone, leaving as
a footnote the loss of smell and taste. You never realize how so
much of life’s enjoyment is tied to these two senses which we
take for granted. Life, all puns intended, lost its �avour. By the
time the school admin realized what was happening and
scrambled to test us, more than half of us had recovered, and
our tests came back negative. Those who were positive were
shipped o� to isolation centres, many of them weeping. For
fear of their lives or the stigma of isolation, perhaps both.

It was surreal. COVID was something we read about in
the news, and even though it had long arrived in Penza, and
people were falling ill (and dying!) everyday, it still felt like
something happening far, far away. But now the monster was
�nally among us, prowling, stalking, pouncing.

A pall of uneasiness draped around the dorm. Gone was
the bazaar-like atmosphere. The colourful yammering of
students in two dozen di�erent languages soon petered out
into long stretches of silence, muted conversations, as though
the slightest rise in our voices would rouse the beast where it
lurked in the winding dorm hallways. Ghosts in hazmat suits
appeared to take our temperature and vanished just as silently.

I understood the de�nition of stir crazy.
The Egyptian embassy announced �ight plans for those

Egyptians who wished to be evacuated and when the time
came, we watched through the windows as our Egyptian
friends tugged their luggage, heading homewards. We
remained in our rooms. The days blurred into each other.
Worse, I got the news that my mum in Nigeria had come
down with the virus. I hadn’t been worried for myself, not
really. I was more or less recovered. But the news of my mum
rattled me. The headlines of the elderly and middle-aged and
immunocompromised succumbing to the virus blared like a
Klaxon in my head. I stopped writing altogether, and most
times could not be bothered to log into Discord for classes. I
simply lost myself in the serials.
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3 . Denouement
The beam that pierced through the fog of darkness

(and let loose the avalanche of good news) came one evening
in the last week of May. As I lay in bed burning through the
climax of Money Heist’s season �nale, I got an email which
basically said, and I paraphrase: I love the book, I love your voice,
and would be honored to represent you. It took me a couple of
seconds to realize what those words meant. I’d sent out a
batch of queries at the beginning of lockdown and basically
forgotten about them as life took over.

I leapt o� my bed, screaming and dancing. I could hardly
believe it. Someone found the book I’d poured my heart and
soul into for the better part of a year worthy of representation.
I found myself reading and rereading the email to make sure it
was real, that it was not some �uke, or a sick joke, or even
hallucination brought on by stir crazy. And each time I found
the email sitting primly in my inbox I resumed my screaming
and dancing, undaunted by my roommate who’d been startled
awake at my initial bellow and was now swearing very loudly
at me. I reached out to the other agents who had my
manuscript and gave them a week to reply. And all through
that week I walked on clouds. I greeted the ghosts in hazmat
cheerily when they came around for the morning and evening
thermometry (perhaps a little too cheerily, judging by the
puzzled looks on their faces, but I didn’t care). My sense of
smell and taste returned (I’d never been so grateful to smell the
stink of my roommate’s unwashed body).I received news that
my mum had recovered. I signed with my agent.

June came with all the attendant promise of summer. I’d
watched winter thaw into a reluctant spring, seen the shy buds
test the air before blooming into a green so verdant it was
something out of a storybook. Here was summer at last: clear
blue skies, a golden sun, and most importantly, freedom. We

• • •
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started to hear whispers of an end to lockdown. The academic
year was limping to an end. Students returned to the dorm
from isolation centres.

The last day of lockdown found me startling awake to a
chorus of voices, the pounding of feet. A cacophony so loud it
belonged to a stadium or a crusade, or a concert. My �rst
thought was that there was a �re, or that the building was
coming down. Alarmed, I asked my roommate what was
happening and just before he zoomed out the doors, he
announced, manic smile on his face, that lockdown was over.

I sprang out of bed and joined the press of humanity
pounding down the stairs to freedom. It seemed to me like
prisoners escaping prison and as I stepped out into the June
morning, and felt the sun on my face, and felt the wind on my
neck, I smiled.
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A N  I N T E RV I E W  W I T H  M A Z I

N WOW U

nterviewer: Where did you spend the lockdown?
And how was it dealing with Covid-19 and

managing your job, family, and literary endeavours?
Mazi Nwowu: I was in Nigeria during the lockdown.

Adjusting to the restrictions and mask mandates was di�cult.
However, I had to adapt fast because being diabetic meant I
fell within the high risk bracket. I had to brie�y work from
home too. I can say Covid-19 actually gave my family an
unexpected time to bond. School was closed, so we all were
home for an extended period, something that is getting rarer
these days. Literary endeavours didn’t get much leeway as
everything went online.

Interviewer: What were you doing before the pandemic
hit—your plans and the things you hoped to accomplish?

Mazi Nwowu: I was working as a journalist in Lagos,
Nigeria. My job entails a lot of travelling but the pandemic
meant we had to stay put for several months and this greatly
a�ected some story ideas I wanted to pursue. I also had plans
to travel internationally for work and leisure but all of those
were cancelled.

Interviewer: Were there any particular projects the
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Interviewer: Were there any particular projects the
pandemic and lockdown hindered or prevented you from
accomplishing? Would you say you accomplished more or less
than you would normally have, without the pandemic?

Mazi Nwowu: I accomplished much less than I planned
to accomplish professionally. I however shifted focus to family
and we focused on a project that we wouldn’t have executed
otherwise.

Interviewer: You occupy a unique position as the co-
founder and editor of the only exclusively speculative �ction
magazine in Africa. Can you tell us how Covid-19 and the
lockdown a�ected the operation of that and what plans you
have and directions you want to take the magazine going
forward?

Mazi Nwowu: Omenana has always been online and the
team has mostly worked remotely. As such, the pandemic did
not in any way negatively impact our operations. Omenana
speculative �ction magazine has been here since 2014 and our
passion is the major thing that has kept it going. Going
forward, we do want to monetise the magazine and get more
visibility for the writers we publish.

Interviewer: Omenana occupies a unique position in
African speculative �ction, helping writers home to develop
their skills, and then get their voices out, cut their teeth so to
speak before diving into the sea of larger speculative �ction
endeavours as most mags in the West do. Has that been your
goal all along? And do you intend to continue this? Are there
other purposes you mean Omenana to serve?

Mazi Nwowu: When Chinelo Onwualu and I set up
Omenana, the primary driving force was to create a space for
speculative writers from Africa to submit their stories. We
wanted the magazine to be of high quality so that it can
compete with the best in the world and be a platform that
contributors can be proud of. Yeah, many people, especially

75



writers from the continent, now see us as a stepping stone into
the western markets. We don’t mind that they do, because we
take great pride in seeing the writers from Africa and the
African diaspora thriving. We also want to get as much of our
stories into international platforms as possible. Omenana also
serves as a platform where African writers can send their
stories and be sure that it will be worked on by editors who
understand the context of their stories.

Interviewer: In another �ve years, where do you see
Omenana and the development of African speculative �ction
generally? Can you tell us of any major projects Omenana has
going on or coming up? Any that you can talk about?

Mazi Nwowu: I am hoping Omenana will still be here
and serving as a platform for writers. I also expect that the
space will be more dynamic than it is now with much more
recognition for what we are doing in Africa. We have a lot
planned for Omenana in the future, we however want to keep
them under wraps for now. I promise the suspense will be
worth it.

Interviewer: While being an editor you also happen to be
a writer of speculative �ction. How was your writing generally
during the pandemic, compared to the times without it?

Mazi Nwowu: My writing has been very fraught for years
now. Because I work as a journalist, I struggle a lot to �nd the
head space to create. This remained the same during the
pandemic. I however hope to take a one-year break to go
somewhere and just write.

Interviewer: What writing or editing or any other
projects are you currently working on or have just �nished?

Mazi Nwowu: I recently sold my short story collection to
Narrative Landscapes press in Nigeria. We are hoping to
publish it in 2022, so I am currently rewriting some of the
stories. I plan to resume working on my novel after that.

Interviewer: Are there any African speculative �ction
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writers on the continent and in the African diaspora that
show special promise who you would recommend that we pay
attention to? Any particular works too you found really
impressive?

Mazi Nwowu: Ada Nnadi impressed me when we
published her story Tiny Bravery in Omenana. That story
later went on to win the Nommos. Suyi Davies has always
been a personal favourite. Wole Talabi, Chịkọdịlị Emelụmadụ,
Tendai Huchu, Mame Diene, Nerine Dorman and many
more writers who are �ying the African speculative �ction �ag
all inspire me.

While we were editing Omenana Issue 18, I read Gabrielle
Harry's short story Sandy and sent her an email immediately
to thank her for sending the story to us and for writing it.
Sandy is one of those stories that remind me why we started
Omenana in the �rst place. I later learnt Sandy is her second
published story. She is a writer I absolutely will tell the world
to watch out for. My intuition is usually right. I felt the same
way about Suyi Davies when I �rst encountered his work.
Ditto Pemi Aguda, and a couple of other writers. Watch out
for them!

Interviewer: Any advice for writers hoping to get into
Omenana, and any word of advice for Black and African
speculative �ction writers and editors generally out there?

Mazi Nwowu: For the writer that wants to be published
in Omenana, all I can say is write from the heart and be true
to your subject. We do not expect perfect stories. This is why
we work with writers to edit their stories and make it better.
So understand your story, understand the society/subject you
are writing about and let the story �ow naturally. Think about
the oral traditions of your ancestors and be an e�ective
narrator. Make your ancestors proud.

For the black and African writer of the speculative �ction,
all I can do is draw attention to the fact that we have the
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materials for the stories that aren’t being told. The world
hasn’t even mined a drop of our heritage, our legends, our
history, our lores. Our gods and goddesses are waiting to be
rediscovered by a new generation through your work. There is
too much material to create with, all we need to do is write
and be true to the source material when we do.
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1 3
I F  Y O U  H AV E N ’ T  N O T I C E D,  T H E

D Y S T O P I A  I S  A L R E A D Y  H E R E

BY EDWIN OKOLO

n February 2020, I travelled out of Nigeria for the
�rst time. My twin brother dropped me o� at the

airport and as we hugged at the departure terminal, we shared
a weird moment. For years, everyone I knew had told me,
sometimes subtly alluding, other times aggressively asserting,
that I didn’t belong in Nigeria. It never made sense to me.
Sure I had watched television, and yes I lived almost
perpetually in a phantasmagorical world that I layered over the
real one, but Nigeria was the only reality I knew, and I had
never felt any real pull to leave. So, rather than being
disappointed, I learned to bargain, my pitch being that I
would only leave if someone else paid my way to another
country and ensured I was comfortably settled and sorted.

It had �nally happened, through a series of events that
seemed almost surreal. Net�ix South Africa sent me a direct
invite to cover the premiere of Queen Sono, their �rst African
original, and even then, I de�ected the invite, asking a junior
employee in my organization to go in my stead. After weeks of
dallying, that employee �nally revealed that his passport had
lapsed and he was unable to renew in time, and rather than
burn the bridge, I fought the pit growing in my stomach and
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applied for a visa, calling on friendships I had never used
before. To my wildest surprise, the call came through, and
right on time.

So there I was, �nally the one being bid farewell, travelling
as part of my job as an editor for an online magazine on an all-
expense working trip that was scheduled to last two weeks.
But it was also a signi�cant milestone. I was leaving the only
universe I had known, to experience a di�erent culture, see a
di�erent slice of life. I was an intrepid explorer in a SF/F novel,
leaving home for an adventure in another world.

Because I associate music with almost every aspect of my
life, I chose a go-to song for this trip, Moses Sumney’s
‘Neither/Nor’, a sopori�c exploration of displacement and
not belonging. It felt �tting; Johannesburg was like
experiencing a lucid dream. As the chau�eur drove us out of
OR Tambo airport and onto the freeway, I felt a sort of
displacement, much like I was well acquainted with from the
hundreds of speculative �ction novels and short stories I’d
read in my life. Johannesburg’s streets were a little too straight,
its sunlight a little too bright, its people a close enough
approximation of the average Nigerian that it felt familiar, but
di�erent enough that I still felt like an outsider. I’d been
foolish not to change money when I left, but my credit card
miraculously worked with South African ATM machines,
though at a hefty charge. Even how I was treated as a
journalist was di�erent. I was put in a fancy hotel, given a
daily stipend and chau�eured in expensive cars to television
premieres with endless bu�ets.

I spent most of my free time in my �rst few days touristing
through the giant mall complexes that seemed crammed into
every available space in the city, marvelling at just how many
stores could sell the same exact thing. But I quickly grew tired
of the rancid consumerism that poxed these giant, sterile
concrete monstrosities. I spent my last free days riding halfway
across town from my hotel, to a quaint board game store
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where I spent hours fawning over titles I’d only seen before on
niche gaming websites. I loved that place and what it
represented, a world where a person could build their life
around a passion and �nd contentment and community.

My dream was cut short when, a week into my trip, the
South African government announced that it was instituting a
nationwide lockdown to combat the spread of the
Coronavirus in South Africa. Not wanting to take any risks,
the company that had invited me to South Africa moved up
the dates on my ticket and reconciled my tab with the hotel. I
packed my bags, stu�ed with board games, and travelled back
to the sweltering heat and the compulsive incompetence of
Lagos.

I’d always known I lived in a dystopia, but that trip to
South Africa helped me contextualize just how strange the life
I had lived up until that point was. It didn’t help that the
Lagos I returned to was di�erent from the Lagos I left. At the
airport, I was mandated to wear a face mask, for the very �rst
time in my adult life, and taken to a corner where I was
handed a document to �ll in my personal details and a contact
person. I was a contagion risk, having returned from a country
with a rapidly spreading pandemic.

The protocol had already changed for leaving the airport.
Rather than an open arrivals lounge where paid drivers
heckled customers to use their services, there were barricades
and signs on the �oor which announced that face masks were
now mandatory and asked passengers to give other passengers
a 2 metre berth. I walked nearly 25 minutes with my luggage
before I found a car to take me out of the airport complex and
back to the mall nearby where my friend Winston waited for
me. We laughed about how stringent the airport authorities
were being around the Coronavirus, and even joked about the
virus only wracking white bodies. I didn’t mention that while
the other passengers I returned with had been �ustered by the
increased protocol, it secretly delighted me. I understood the
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protocol, the severity of what was happening, and had a fairly
good sense of what they were trying to forestall and what
would happen if they didn’t. Books had prepared me.

Two days later, Nigeria recorded its very �rst Covid-19
case. The circumstances were nearly identical to the Ebola
pandemic which Nigeria had successfully staved o� just 6
years before. It was introduced by an intrepid young doctor—
a privileged expatriate hiding a secret—and a corrupt
government system that allowed him to use his privilege to slip
through the cracks. Patient zero quickly turned into a
hundred cases, and then two hundred. The spread was slower
than the world had predicted for Africa’s ‘backward’
countries, but fast enough to scare the Nigerian government
into enforcing a nationwide lockdown.

There are many theories why the Coronavirus didn’t
spread like wild�re through Nigeria, killing millions (some
conspiracy theorists believe it did but our corrupt systems
means nothing is ever properly documented). My theory is
that the Coronavirus didn’t spread as much in Nigeria
because we already live in a dystopia, and as a nation, have
spent the last decade �ghting several concurrent epidemics.

The average Nigerian already lives as though they exist in a
post apocalyptic world where every person fends for
themselves. By age 25, I had lived through two brutal
dictatorships, failed elections, a militarized democracy, fuel
shortages, water shortages, power outages, non-existent
healthcare, police brutality, and sexual assault. I knew how to
�x most hardware problems in diesel generators, how to leech
electricity from high tension cables, and how to use a VPN to
circumvent global restrictions to most e-commerce platforms.

Coming back from South Africa gave me a new
perspective on the chaos that followed the announcement of
the lockdown. Nigerians, well versed in hoarding and
stockpiling, �ooded supermarkets across the country. They
depleted their savings to bulk buy, like they had done before
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labour strikes, during fuel shortages and on the eve of
presidential elections. Insecurity and a lack of public amenities
meant we were all very used to spending weeks in our own
homes without even seeing our neighbours. There were no
community parks or shared public facilities to lay fallow as we
waited out the �rst wave of the disease. We were also adept at
holding illegal gatherings, and we put that knowledge towards
ignoring government directives to hold our weddings,
birthday parties and religious deliverance sessions to pray for
protection against the spirit of the virus.

Even the government got in on the action. With fanfare
only rivalled by the elite of Panem from the iconic Hunger
Games trilogy by Suzanne Collins, my country’s leaders
performed a farce of epic proportions. Governors of states in
the country �red health specialists for refusing to doctor daily
reports, downplayed deaths and projected false stability. One
governor, who led the state with the largest intra-country
diaspora, swore for months that the disease that had wracked
the world had somehow passed over the people under his care.
He maintains that lie to this day. Precious aid in the form of
perishable groceries donated by private corporations was
hoarded in warehouses and in the back rooms of a traditional
chief’s palace, and it took nationwide riots and grand scale
looting to discover and redistribute this aid. And even then, an
unrepentant government, unashamed of being exposed as
thoroughly corrupt, sent out law enforcement o�cials to
arrest looters and retrieve the looted aid.

I watched all of this happen from the con�nes of my room
as the company I worked for transitioned into remote work. I
picked up yoga (again), wrote a pulp �ction novel as a way to
ground myself in reality and tried to impose my will on the
chaos that was happening outside my home. The lockdown
was eased in stages, and I reluctantly re-entered the world,
reading and watching and listening as I struggled to breathe
through surgical masks that got �imsier and �imsier as more
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counterfeits �ooded our markets from China. Friends of mine
died, taken by the virus, their deaths no less mourned than the
deaths of young Nigerians gunned down at a toll gate protest
as a shell-shocked DJ �lmed it on Instagram Live. By the time
I took my �rst vaccine in March 2021, weeks after I was
turned away for not having my press pass with me, that DJ
had become a political refugee in Canada. The government
had blatantly denied the deaths of almost 100 protesters and
eventually banned Twitter in retaliation for a perceived slight
from the company’s CEO. It felt like years, not months, had
passed.

To live in this kind of unending chaos is to be changed by
it, to be numb to it, to be motivated by a desire to overcome it.
This is why I feel somewhat slighted when I send in a
speculative �ction story and I am told that it isn’t magical
enough, or that the human stories are too dark, or too
grotesque to be believable. I live in a dystopia, a violent,
uncertain world where the rules are in constant �ux and we
are always in motion, scheming, changing, evolving to escape
the mass death that chases at our heels. There is no speculative
yarn that can match the chaos of a Nigerian news week, no
�ctional dystopia that can best the schemers that rule my
country.

South Africa felt like a fever dream for this reason, one
that I quickly grew weary of. I could see underneath its veneer
of polish the same dystopian themes playing out in its
informally segregated urban areas, its skyscrapers a glistening
chrome mirage that loomed over the indigenous people who
lived in its slums. I can only imagine what a country like
Finland or Switzerland would feel like to my corroded mind,
countries close to utopia. You get a sense of it from reading
the �ction of Nigerian writers who ‘got out’. Their writing
often has the emotional topography of a war memoir, relief
mixed with guilt, served on a platter of righteous indignation
over the injustices they escaped. The white people lap it up,
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because you are not supposed to get used to this virulent
strain of injustice and chaos, and even worse, you are not
supposed to feel proud of it.

But I do, sometimes, and I feel guilty. I felt guilty as the
writer side of my brain catalogued using a VPN to access
Twitter for the �rst time to circumvent a government imposed
ban. This was a concept that had been intangible to me even
though Cameroon, our next door neighbour, had gone
through a year-long internet shutdown in 2019. I �nally knew
how it worked, and could wield that knowledge in a future
short story or anthology, preferably one about dystopias, or
climate change or technology crackdowns, as the literary mags
are wont to ask. I feel a sense of guilt that this rare�ed
existence gives me legitimacy and simultaneously puts me in
con�ict with those who feel they can decide how this speci�c
scenario would work in �ction without ever experiencing it
themselves. I wish things could be simpler. But they aren’t, as
with every dystopia.

Nothing is ever ‘simple’.
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T R AVA I L S  A N D  C H O I C E S  I N  A

T I M E  O F  C O R O N AV I R U S

BY JOSHUA UCHENNA OMENGA

onths after the eruption of Coronavirus into
the world, it remained news in Nigeria. For

once, Nigeria had exercised foresight and shut her borders
earlier than most countries, so that the virus did not enter into
the Nigerian space (at least not o�cially) until almost two
months after the widespread of the disease in other countries
(about a week after the �rst reported case in the United
States). Even then, Nigerians were sceptical whether the
patient zero was a true case of Coronavirus or simply another
way which Nigeria wishes to align with the rest of the world.
But it became obvious when several persons began testing
positive and two fatalities (one of a prominent person in the
government) were recorded. Nigeria went into lockdown with
the rest of the world.

The lockdown proved for me an answered prayer—not of
course with respect to the pandemic itself. The lockdown
came at a time when I had just resigned from the law o�ce
which left me with no breathing space. As a participant in
Mawazo Writing Workshop, I was unable to keep up with the
workshop assignments and could barely squeeze out the two
hours a week for the programme. My writing life had become
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less than zero, for I could not even exercise my mind in literary
reading. Sti�ed from all angles, I had resigned without
�nancial backup plans, and hoped only to see each step as I
took it. But at least I got my freedom.

The lockdown was therefore like throwing a �sh into the
water; I welcomed it with glee. And while I wondered what to
do with my freedom and time, I was contacted by Donald
Ekpeki, who had just started collating the stories for his
anthology with Zelda Knight, The Dominion: Anthology of
Speculative Fiction from Africa and the African Diaspora. He
wanted me to edit the collection, and the job came with a
modest pay, about as much as Trump’s stimulus to the
Americans.

Immersed in the editing, I temporarily forgot the
pandemic raging from without; but when I was done with the
�rst round of editing and sent it out for author reviews, I
returned to the world—through the internet, of course. But
the internet took away my peace. As I daily checked the
update of Covid-19 spread and mortality, I grew increasingly
depressed. Nigerians were still in denial and believed that the
reported cases and fatalities were just government contrivances
to embezzle fund. And one can hardly blame the people, for
embezzlement has become a national emblem, especially
under a regime avowedly devoted to �ghting corruption.

And then, for (yet) unaccountable reasons, Covid-19 was
much less virulent and fatal in Africa (Nigeria at least).
Despite grim prophecies of ‘philanthropists’ who saw African
soil littered with bodies of Covid-19 victims, nothing near
such proportion occurred, leading to more speculations and
conspiracy theories. The West—and this is on authority of
Western media—was shocked that Africans were not dying in
droves. One would think that in a world deluged by the sick
and the dying, with hospitals and doctors overwhelmed, those
who parade themselves as philanthropists should not only be
happy that Africans were not under such plight but also eager
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to study the reason for Africa’s resilience to the virus with a
view to �nding solution for the rest of the world. But alas,
nothing good was to be learnt from Africa. The goal, instead,
was to explain away the lack of deaths in Africa with
ridiculous speculations: early closure of borders (but not
admittedly out of foresight), lack of reportage of actual
casualty (even when reality proved over- rather than under-
reportage), and perhaps most ridiculous of it all, lack of urban
concentration and means of transportation of people (and
therefore the virus). It seemed that the West was determined,
in its avowed denial of anything good from Africa, to blame
Africa for its refusal to su�er (and die) with the rest of the
world.

But as if to ful�l the prognosis of those who saw African
streets littered with dead bodies, Nigeria took to killings its
citizens. The lockdown had been eased or lifted totally in
many cities in Nigeria, and normalcy had returned by July
2020. Many young Nigerians emerged from the lockdown
with more wealth than they had accumulated in years of
freedom. They had embraced the remote working
environment occasioned by Covid-19 lockdowns to work
across borders, and earned when they should have perished.

The Nigerian Police, especially its notorious department,
the State Anti-Robbery Squad (SARS), could not understand
why the youth thrived instead of begging the government for
palliative. So the Police, in the guise of �ghting crime, went
after well-to-do youths (meaning any youth in good car),
extorting, robbing and killing them in droves. One killing too
many, in which a video of a young man shot and killed in his
Lexus car by SARS in broad daylight went viral on the
internet, sparked the fury of the Nigerian populace and they
went on protests against SARS’s notorious killings,
threatening to shut down the country. By the time the outcry
managed to enter the ears of Aso Rock and it ordered the
withdrawal of the murderous SARS from operation (at least
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theoretically), the anthem of the protesters had changed and
Nigerians were poised for total removal of all that were
corrupt and incompetent—a promise of revolution. The
government could not broach the people’s audacity to
demand for accountability; instead, it unleashed fully armed
police and soldiers to suppress the people, with blanket
imprimatur to kill if need be (and there was always the need to
kill for as long as people were within shooting range).

But Nigerians, like stirred water, could not be stilled at a
whim. The protest continued despite intimidation, despite
the rise in the number of the fallen. And then Nigerian
government decided on a one-for-all solution, a lesson the
people would not forget, to be etched in blood. On October
20, 2020, the government ordered an unquali�ed mowing
down of protesters at Lekki tollgate, resulting in the horror
now known as the Lekki Massacre.

The day of the massacre was yet the most traumatic day I
had lived through. No; I was not at the scene of the massacre,
but I followed events through social media live coverage,
especially by a particularly brave Nigerian DJ who was
determined to spread the dirty linen of the Nigerian
government on the internet. I watched as Nigerian soldiers
shot live bullets into the midst of the protesters, and one after
another fell, some never to rise again. It was night and the
�ashes and reports of gunshots were inordinately ampli�ed; or
perhaps it was the virtual transmission of events that
heightened the e�ects. Right at home, my heart bled; my sleep
was murdered and—like George Floyd some months before—
I could not breathe.

For two days I shut myself from the world. I refused to
read the news. I refused to check events on social media. I hid
my social media apps from my phone to avoid accidentally
opening them. My isolation was total. But the eyes which had
seen could not unsee; the ears which had heard could not
unhear. In my isolation, the gunshots reverberated, the gory
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images and videos recurred; my imagination replayed the
horror that is Nigeria.

When I emerged out of my mental isolation, I met Nigeria
worse than I had retreated from it. New horror images and
videos were in circulation. The angered citizens were on arson
spree, burning up properties belonging to government and
sometimes private persons a�liated with government. Garages
of public transport systems were reduced to chars; police
stations were set ablaze. Nigeria was on the brink of total
collapse: for once, the government had declared war on its
citizens and lost, and the citizens were determined to press on
their victory. After shameful denials of involvement, the
Nigeria government �nally agreed not only to withdraw the
murderous SARS but also to set up panel of enquiries into the
shootings of protesters.

In its characteristic way, the Nigerian horror had taken
over the pandemic raging the world. And mercifully, Nigeria
is—in the words of Soyinka—a nation of shot memory. Before
the year was over, we forgot it all: the pandemic and the
protests and the massacre. Only the internet kept our
collective memory alive, for the visiting of those who wish to
relive the trauma of the events. I for one have refused to do so,
not even as reference.

I healed su�ciently before the year ran out. And although
the lockdown was over, I did not immediately step out into
the hostile world. Instead, I started working on an outline for
a novel which I had left fallow for almost a year. My muse
answered my call for companionship in the midst of my
emotional turmoil and some three months into the writing, I
was through with the �rst draft—some 120,000 words— and
needed to rest before editing it and sending to beta readers.

2020 was a year of mixed emotions for me. It was a
literarily satisfying year for me. The Dominion anthology was
published to critical reception, many of the stories being
nominated for, and some winning, awards. I �nished a draft
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of the novel I had conceived but unable to write for long, and
also—towards the end of the year—signed up as a reader in a
prominent speculative �ction magazine. But for all the good
things that came out of 2020, I do not wish for its repeat. It
may yet be that when the world is healed, when events become
history, I will look back to it all with objective assessment.

But for now, let the rest of the world heal as I have healed.
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W H Y  2 0 2 0  R O C K E D  &  2 0 2 1  S U C K S

BY MAME BOUGOUMA DIENE

etting evicted from the old squat on March 1st. To
be fair, ten roommates to a �oor, several rooms
without windows, two dogs: one pitbull – Vera, one

French bulldog – Knuckles. Two cats: one with David Bowie
eyes, and one with a wart the size of Brooklyn on the side of
his eye. I call them Pet Semetary. With only two bathrooms,
and one shower (that Knuckles poops by all the time), we had
it coming.

Did I mention that the door to the building doesn’t lock?
We don’t usually bother to lock the front door either. If this
was The Purge we’d be dead �rst. Or maybe they wouldn’t kill
us at all for lack of a challenge. The Black Nazi (my racist
uncle) said: “You couldn’t pay me to live here”. Lucky it’s a
quiet neighborhood. There’s a pirate �ag on the roof, and a
painting of Vigo hanging in the kitchen. There are mice.
Several. One in my room right now. I have gathered all food
and edibles and placed them in a bag on top of a shelf. It will
�nd them anyway.

Real quick about The Black Nazi. I love my uncle, he
picked me up at JFK at 5:30 this morning 30°F, from New
Jersey (ninety minutes drive) to drop me o� in Greenpoint
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because I’m in a wheelchair for a minute (2021 really sucks,
payback for a rockin’ 2020, I’ll get to that). He’s a grumpy,
straight up guy with a big heart, on the right of the right’s
right. It helps me understand white people better.

I moved in here blind August 2019, a year and a half ago,
knowing that the room had a bed (and a window), and $900/a
month. Through some oddball �aw in gravity, it drew people
in the middle of, and only in the middle of, a break up, myself
included. Meant to be temporary, but just as the Heartbreak
Hotel, which it’s named after, or was, you can never fucking
leave. I’m probably thinking of Hotel California. Either way,
I’m here eighteen months later, I’d be here eighteen months
more, if not for the eviction. It was a dive of alcoholic
metalheads, myself included, until I quit drinking soon
thereafter and met my wife the same day, coincidences.

2020 ruled for me. I did lose a couple of people to Covid-
19 and a few close calls for friends, it wasn’t all great, but I got
lucky. I caught a �ight to Senegal to see my wife, Woppa, on
March 14th, the Day Before the Sky Shut Down, and made it
to Dakar. Did I mention I was also married in 2020? Three
months after meeting Woppa, late 2019. 2020 was good, and I
ended up working remotely for seven months, quarantined in
Saly with my wife, thanks to my amazing job and colleagues. It
was a blessing.

My wife and I got closer than ever. I knew she was right
for me. And I was right. She is amazing. I was also away from
the insanity of New York in the grip of war zone level
casualties. A few of my roommates are essential workers.
You’re doing God’s work, guys.

A quick word about that. The racist, colonialist responses
to Covid-19 in Africa. While the world was being judged by
what was happening: cases, casualties, governments’ responses
or lack thereof; Africa was judged by what was not happening:
pandemonium. Instead of trying to understand why there
were so few casualties on the continent (Senegal is still around
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400 today), whether governments had responded intelligently,
if people embraced PPE, or if there are other immunity-
related explanations, the focus was and still is: why aren’t
hundreds of thousands of Africans dying? They should be
dying! It’s not fair! If we are, they should too!

I don’t want more people dying anywhere, but I would
want for a more intelligent approach to this pandemic, than
the tired politics of diverting mass tragedy with racist clichés.

Back to Senegal. I could see my grandmother and my
family. She’s not my grandmother, she’s technically my great-
aunt; but it makes very little di�erence in Senegal where there
is no word for great-aunt, or grandmother or grandfather, it’s
all Mame (or Maam as it’s spelled today). It’s Elder either way,
and she’s the only grand-mother I ever knew. My actual grand-
mother died when I was too young to remember, and my
grandfather’s string of second, third and fourth wives was very
confusing. BadieneThiogo is and was the family.

She knows the family songs and the family names way
back. She is La Madrina. She holds the gats, mystically
speaking. Sad to say that at 94 years old, those clear blue eyes
don’t see that well anymore. I saw her in the last few breaths of
2020 and she couldn’t recognize me. She still walks straight
though. Solid head of hair, and she knows where all the
skeletons are hidden.
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I had four pieces published in 2020:two non-�ction
pieces, one in January, one in November; two �ction pieces,
one in the Dominion anthology (The Satellite Charmer), the
other in Brittle Paper’s AfricanFuturism anthology
(LekkiLekki). StrangeHorizons o�ered me a regular column
starting this year. Trump is on the run, but keeps an eye on his
mutts. 2020 was good, overall.

The Brittle Paper piece was really great timing. I had just
visited an 1800-year-old tree with my wife and some friends
and was buzzing with possible ideas, when Wole (Talabi)
reached out and the ideas came together really quickly. It was
an opportunity to connect with Adam Sy aka Double Servo, a
Senegalese, Fulani slam artist, and through him with Baaba
Maal, who bears no introduction, and collaborate with them
on the story.

My wife is my muse and I do my best writing around her.
We’re not in the same country right now, and I can’t seem to
focus on my �ction in quite the same way.
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Now I don’t know if the tree is in fact 1800 years old, but
that is what I’m told. Local sereer will sit by it but not enter it.
I’m not sure how they measure these things, but it is a huge
tree (I’m 6’1), and the possibilities are endless.

Woppa and I started working on a francophone
speculative �ction magazine. We’re pretty advanced and were
hoping to have it launched in early 2021. It’s gonna have to be
2022. There is a lot of talent on the African francophone
scene, it just needs an outlet.

And we’re investing in property. Beach side and more
serious, grandiose plans for the future and early retirement for
yours truly. Check in with me in ten years.

What I’m gonna miss the most about this musty smelling
place is the rehearsal studio downstairs. We always get the
backdrop of songs �ltered through a few layers of concrete
and whatever lurks in between. It’s like a punk rock
soundtrack to your life. It would be nice to think that some of
these bands will make it big, but they won’t. They wouldn’t
be rehearsing under our apartment if they would. This is not
this kind of place. It’s the kind of place that would be in a
movie, just not the kind of movie you wanna be in.

Time to move on and �gure out where I’m gonna move in
to when my family comes later this year, while in this stupid
wheelchair and looming surgeries. Not exactly bitching, just
saying that even on a good salary, things can get tough quick,
so keep an open heart and a giving hand when you see
someone who struggles.

By the way, I don’t mean moving my family into a $900 a
month shithole. Are you nuts? But the owner here had a sweet
deal that consequently dropped and so on and so on, and I am
not getting another place. And I am not playing the owner as
a slumlord either. He is a great guy who did the best he could
to provide a cheap living environment for people who can’t
a�ord NYC’s high end douchebaggery.

Don’t know why I’m being retrospective on January 10th.
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I guess I ended 2020 thinking things were one way, but it
turns out they’re another.

I’m writing like a motherfucker, as motherfuckers do. It’s
a thing, and submitting, closing in on three rejections since
January 1st when all rejections come true. I got a feeling about
2020 though, 2021 is gonna turn out even better.

P.S:
I did write a story last year that will likely never see the

light of day. A pandemic story, or rather, post pandemic
stupidity. I o�ered to the editors to publish it for free if they so
chose. Know that I will not edit this Post Scriptum, so if the
story doesn’t get published it’s their fault. At least Woppa and
I laughed our asses o�.
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BY SHINGAI NJERI KAGUNDA

he pandemic hit when I was in the second semester
of my �rst year as an international MFA student at

Brown just learning how to be in America for the �rst time. It
started as rumours and memes. Aunties sending videos on
WhatsApp groups about the pandemic being the white man’s
disease. We laughed at the drama of it all.

“Si us we have been through Ebola.”
“Us our disease—poverty— them, do they even know?

Ata tuberculosis and things Westerners could not even begin
to imagine.”

We thought it would pass.
…but it didn’t.
Where was I? I was thanking God that I did not have to go

for all my classes in person, learning what Zoom was for the
�rst time, and laughing at memes that reminded us how we
predicted this in primary school with nursery rhymes like,
“zoom zoom and away we go to school and away we stay at
home…” Little seers and storytellers even then, we did not
know how the prediction would turn out.

Here I was now, sceptically watching the unfolding of this
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unexplained pandemic, planning a trip home immediately
after school closed in June. I would be a summer bunny for
three months, maybe �nish my novella �nally, start working
on my novel, travel to Mombasa, and spend time with my
beloveds. We thought it would pass.

…but it didn’t.
The semester ended, the cases rose, black people were

murdered, we protested, the borders were closed, and I was
stuck in America.

The world stopped. It was like time travel, the beginning
of a surrealist dystopian �lm.

We stopped making jokes. As the cases rose, we were told
to wear masks, then we were told not to wear masks. My �ight
home was cancelled by the airlines. Trump was president and
he mandated that international students be sent back home
while borders were still closed. How do we, international
students, get back home with borders closed?

America did not care about us; it never pretended to care.
Black people were murdered. Breonna Taylor, George Floyd;
two names added to a list that went back for centuries. We
could not a�ord to not pay attention.

But we did not pay enough attention to nuance—
blackness(es)—unlawful police killings.

In Kenya, a boy called Yassin Moyo, 13 years old—a mere
child— was shot by the police in the name of protecting us
from the virus. Black people murdered by the state; a tale as
old as time.

“Fuck The Police!” on placards. We protested on the
streets of Providence; my sign (still hanging up on my wall
today) quoted Assata Shakur:

It is our duty to �ght for our freedom.
It is our duty to win.
We must love each other and support each other.
We have nothing to lose but our chains.

• • •
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“A bolish the Police!” I saw my friends protest in
Nairobi. I watched from afar as they were

unlawfully arrested for calling out the state for murdering its
people. Even our country did not care about us; it never
pretended to care.

I felt helpless. Writers can be incredibly self-important
sometimes. We think our words will save. But when there is a
gun or a knife or a virus that ravages worlds, words will not
keep you alive.

My cousin, N, died. Borders were closed and I was stuck
in America, the country that was trying to kick me out as an
international student, watching black people being murdered
by cops who were set up to protect us. Here and back home.
Then my cousin died and I could not mourn with those who
knew and loved her.

She was younger than me, sweet as tamutamu things. She
loved to dance, cook, and perform multiple other practices I
wish I knew more intimately so I could share them in detail. I
was not capable of surviving the waves of grief that
encapsulated me. It was an uncalled for death. The �fth death
in my life over a span of two years.

The world had stopped and I stopped with it.
To be a generous storyteller is to feel everything deeply.

The hardest part is feeling it alone. The lines between the
personal and the political are blurred. For me, the whole world
was burning to the ground. I tried to write. Before it became
my profession, storytelling was my escape.

& This is How to Stay Alive—my novella— was a practice
in the intertwining of the political and the personal. It was a
culmination of life and death and dreaming and losing and
contradictions being held together. The grief that was written
into the story was my own that bled over. It is incredibly
di�cult to sit with a psychiatrist and admit your desire to end
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the exhaustion of being alive when you have only lived for 23
years, going on 24.

The pandemic slowed things down so none of us could
ever fully avoid our feelings. There are chapters on self-harm,
depression, drowning, su�ocating, and darkness; there are also
chapters on beloveds, dancing, hugging, drinking, caring, and
loving through the darkest seasons of life. Even then, in those
moments of respite, words could not save; but for me at least,
they a�rmed the necessity of survival.

My mother would invoke prayer as the ritual of repeated
words tied into faith. Afrofuturism is a praxis of radical faith.
Storytelling makes possible the worlds that seem impossible
given the limitations history has prescribed over black
experience. I think the only way to survive the world burning
is to build alternate ways of being alive, breathe into reality
worlds of living possibility.

I co-founded Voodoonauts in the middle of the pandemic
with the brilliant Yvette Lisa Ndlovu and soon after we were
blessed with H.D. Hunter and L.P. Kindred as co-co founders.
Voodonauts for us was a “what if?” project. A way to practice
Afrofuturism. What if there was a community across borders that
was accessible to all black storytellers? What if we forced what we
dreamed into existence? What if we removed class and border
barriers to make room for black speculative worlds to thrive?

What we found at the heart of dreaming as praxis was
community and relationship. To be a generous storyteller, as I
mentioned earlier, is to feel everything deeply; but the hardest
part is to feel it alone.

Graduating from an interrupted MFA program, surviving
a worldwide pandemic, and living through global and
intimate grief have taught me to believe that one thing to hold
onto, the thing that keeps us �ghting and surviving and
believing still, is the culmination of the relationships that
build on who we are in all our intersecting identities.

The call to bridge worlds is one that forces us to imagine101



The call to bridge worlds is one that forces us to imagine
and practice connectedness. And as storytellers, if we do not
write it down and live it out, who else will?
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O N  A F R I C A N  S P E C U L AT I V E

F I C T I O N

A DISCUSSION BETWEEN GEOFF RYMAN
AND WOLE TALABI

eo�  Ryman: It’s been a remarkable few years for
African fantasy, science �ction, whatever despite the
pandemic. When I started One Hundred African

Writers of SFF (currently on Strange Horizons), almost
everybody said there aren’t one hundred African writers of
SFF. Now Oghenechovwe (Ekpeki Donald) was shortlisted
for the Nebula, Tade Thompson won the Clarke—it’s not
just Nnedi (Okorafor) winning awards outside the continent,
and there is just so much �ction by African writers showing
up in Strange Horizons, Clarkesworld, F&SF—everywhere in
the West. I think that most SFF writers on the continent will
now send their stu� �rst to magazines in the West because it
pays more. I wonder if that leaves, say Omenana, getting work
mostly from new writers, or the stories that African writers
couldn’t sell elsewhere �rst.

Wole Talabi: Yes, it has been a good few years for African
SFF when viewed from an external lens, although I share your
concern about the increasingly western-facing direction of
things. I noticed that last year (2020), Omenana stopped
paying contributors, most likely due to lack of funds at least, I
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suspect, partly due to the e�ects of the pandemic. The
Dominion anthology did quite well but that seems to have
been partly due to the fact that it is a co-publication with an
American small press. Contrast with, say, AfroSF. As a writer,
I understand people respond to incentives and money is a
great motivator. Infrastructure and access to an established
external SFF community which can be leveraged makes life
easier. Still, I personally think there is value to keeping (at least
some) focus on the continent and I hope other African writers
do the same. If not, we will never have a true homegrown SFF
scene. I am glad to see the growth of regional magazines like
Doek! and Lolwe, which aren’t really SFF but have published
SFF content. And of course, last year I edited the
Africanfuturism anthology in collaboration with Brittle Paper
which very graciously agreed to o�er competitive
compensation for contributors. I believe we need writers who
care to some degree about the local SFF scene and publishers
with passion, a strong editorial voice and entrepreneurial spirit
or new creative business models to buck the current Western-
facing trend. Unfortunately, I fear the pandemic and
problems it has exacerbated will only serve to make things
worse.

Geo�  Ryman: Indeed. I do worry about being in hock to
the West. It means Nigerians or Kenyans or many other
Africans who have Englishes of their own and other languages
of their own become pressured to write in a style Westerners
like. It means even in books by major writers that super�uous
explanations are inserted. A Nigerian narrator, for example,
stops the �ow of his story to explain what suya is or what an
okada is. Would a New York character stop to explain what a
yellow taxi is? You and I just were in a reading group looking
at Rosewater and Tade Thompson visited after the discussion
and he was saying how in one of his other books, the editor
complained that the characters were having sex too soon. Tade

104



had to explain this was normal given the context. It was a
cultural di�erence, not a literary one. By which I mean
Western editors can think their opinions are professional,
based on all the work they’ve done. When in fact they are
cultural. The same with language. They might think a
sentence is awkward when in fact it’s good regional usage. It’s
not really my business but I do worry that African prose could
lose some of its �avour or essence and e�ectiveness at telling
African stories that they would otherwise possess if they were
aimed at a home audience �rst.

Wole Talabi: It’s a valid concern. I do see some younger
writers who are just coming into their own and starting to
publish, adopting a very western-in�uenced style, even in
venues like Omenana. Thankfully, while there is always risk of
some erosion of the cultural elements of the writing, I do not
really see it happening in practice, at least not recently. I
believe (as was evident from Tade’s story), many writers do
push back and refuse to accept this type of needless editing or
explanation. What happens then is that those writers
in�uence western editors and sort of tune or calibrate them to
other modes of writing with which they may not have been
familiar before, and they in turn become better editors for
international �ction. I have been reading writers like Ko�
Nyameye, Dare Segun Falowo, ’Pemi Aguda and Suyi Davies
Okungbowa’s works since they were nascent and publishing
exclusively on Nigerian blogs. While their authorial voices
have gotten stronger and better with time, I have not seen any
signi�cant di�erence in the stylistic or cultural choices in their
work. There is no more or less explanation than they would
o�er to a Nigerian reader. A recent example that comes to
mind using a lot of Pidgin English with little to no
smoothening for a western readership is the story Forwarded
as Received by Osahon Ize-Iyamu in The Dark magazine. I
think African writers are largely holding their own ground
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and the onus is now on African editors and publishers to �nd
business models that work and can compete with the West for
compensation and distribution so that we can worry less
about it. Thinking about 2020 speci�cally, what African SFF
works stood out to you? Or any other trends you noticed? 

Geo�  Ryman: Trends? Well one trend I've been very
excited by is somewhat to the left of written SFF. It’s the
growth of motion comics, edging into animation from
businesses like Kugali or the Comic Republic. Morakinyo
Araoye’s company Tag is publishing English, French and
Arabic editions of the same comic—which is one way to get
the pan-African market. Some of the companies of course
have a strong presence in the UK or the USA.  But Comic
Republic has been keeping its main studio in Lagos but doing
commissions for the BBC and German newspapers. I love
that, as it keeps the work and the money in Lagos. That strikes
me as so enterprising. I look forward also to more Nigerian
and Kenyan publishing companies basing themselves on the
continent but having small o�ces in London or (maybe even)
New York to distribute and promote their work from there.
But keep the business heart on the continent.

Wole Talabi: I must admit I haven’t followed the comics
industry on the continent much (I haven’t kept up with my
comics reading in general for almost a decade), but I do love
that they seem to have found a business model that keeps the
creative and business core on the continent even though the
market seems to be outside. This is some of what I was
referring to earlier about clever business models. We will take
our positives where they come. 

Geo�  Ryman: Yes. It is a pity though that so many
people seem to want to leave the continent – at least Nigeria
anyway. I just had another conversation with another brilliant
Nigerian who wants out of Nigeria. They asked me to help
�nd them a practical, health-related course that takes less than
six months. This academic helped me organize creative writing
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workshops in two rural universities in Nigeria and is active in
progressive politics. They want out to the point of
considering, apparently, health care work. In Britain, post
Brexit, post-COVID. What was Naija's growth rate before the
pandemic—something like 6 per cent per annum? What was
the UK’s? I �nd that unbelievably depressing.  

Wole Talabi: It is. So many people I know are leaving or
want to leave. I even wrote a story a few years ago (as yet
unpublished) called Nigerian Dreams where the main
character says “the Nigerian dream is to leave Nigeria”. It
seems to be becoming more and more true, sadly.

Geo�  Ryman: When I �rst stayed in Nigeria in 2009,
there may not have been that much overtly labelled SFF
around. But the young people seemed to me at least full of
optimism. In fact, optimism seemed to be a kind of
widespread emotional foundation, the equivalent of the old
English “muddling through”. Even during the strike and
protests (Occupy Nigeria) over the removal of the fuel subsidy
in 2012—I got stuck in Jalingo, Taraba State with my cash
running out. A lovely female student said something like “It
will all be well. We’ll think of something and �nd a way
through. We always do.” There seemed to be such hope or
belief in the future. Now so many of the writers I know seem
to want to leave. I can’t imagine what could hold back the
wealth of educated, disciplined, polite, determined, creative
Nigerians except possibly their own government.  

Wole Talabi: It’s true there was some optimism in the late
2000’s and early 2010’s, to my perception anyway. In fact, that
was around the time I had to make a decision about staying in
UK where I’d been for a few years or going back to Nigeria to
follow up on opportunities there and I did consider going
back seriously, as did many in my cohort. But now most of
that optimism is gone. I’m not considering going back
anytime soon. There has always been brain drain but now the
�oodgates of people and talent are open, and everything is

107



�owing out. It is unfortunate, especially because I don’t see
the same in comparable African countries like, say, Kenya or
Ghana (perhaps that’s just my own lack of knowledge). All I
can say is I hope it changes soon and that the �ood ends.
There are so many innovative ideas and stories that could be
lost or perhaps, told di�erently. If I try to be positive about it,
perhaps this latest displacement will inspire its own unique
visions and stories, preserving elements of the past.

Geo�  Ryman: Perhaps, although I think the easy
victories of writing about oral traditions have been done. I
think the newer work will be more research-based speculation
about Africa’s past. Certainly, the sky is the limit for African
and diasporic voices throughout popular culture. There are
going to be a few new superstars over the next couple of years.

Wole Talabi: That’s an interesting note on research-based
�ction about the past. I also see that trend as well and I’m
hoping it extends to research-based speculation about the
future. Namwali Serpell's The Old Drift seems to be in this
vein. Nnedi Okorafor’s staking a claim for Africanfuturism as
a distinct sub-genre also seems to encourage this mode of
thinking and I hope more works start from that centre and
spiral out to new interesting stories and styles.

Geo�  Ryman: Funnily enough, it was Namwali Serpell I
was thinking of. Her book doesn’t draw on traditional belief,
but it does capture, particularly in the last half that sense you
get in Accra or Nairobi or Abuja that young Africans are
incredibly tech savvy and very good at coming up with new
stu�. I’m thinking of Jonathan Dotse who
started www.afrocyberpunk.com back in 2010 or so and who
in 2016 was making VR ‘movies’ of local arts events and
selling them.

Wole Talabi: Those are good examples. And I am looking
forward to more stories extrapolating from research about
African traditional science, philosophy and history into the
future to dream up new and wonderful things. I also don’t
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think all of the stories based on oral traditions are quite done
yet, even if the basic, straightforward tellings and retellings are
largely done. We do have people like Pemi Aguda, who writes
a unique style (I call it Nigerian Gothic), and Dare Segun
Falowo, who writes largely in Weird mode, doing strange and
beautiful things with older traditional beliefs. 

Geo�  Ryman: Another development that really is the
road ahead is even more outreach among people on the
continent and the di�erent diasporas in joint projects. This
for me has legs. It means more anthologies like this one
or Dominion which—to go with the �ow—will be
Afrofuturism, africanfuturism, and AfroNow all together and
more. And people know they have to buy anthologies, they
don’t expect to read the stories for free online. Which means
the authors get paid.

Wole Talabi: I am quite excited about this trend and
about the interesting content that has been and will likely be
created. I am all for reaching and doing collaborative projects
across the continent and even with the diaspora. But I also
think care must be taken, in reference to our discussion earlier
about the westward-facing nature of the recent African SFF
scene. There is a risk with such collaborative projects, with the
moving of production and distribution to African diaspora
communities in the West where infrastructure and market is
more established, chasing Western awards and readership at
the expense of the home market and decentering the African
voice when collaborating with the western diaspora such that
the ‘Africanness’ of them simply becomes a �avour and not
the core. This is likely to follow simply because it is the path of
least resistance. I think it will take strong editorial hands to do
the hard work required and a bold business mind to insist on
things like, say, having an African edition of these books
published by a local publisher (like Fara�na or Masobe or
Cassava Republic or Bakwa) or ensuring that a certain
number of copies will be made available at reasonable cost to
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African readers, in order to continue to build the readership
and the market at home. 

Geo�  Ryman: There are all sorts of issues with building
African markets and audiences. Online is great but it seems to
lead people to expect �ction for free. Funnily enough, they are
OK paying for book anthologies of short stories. I’m not sure
why African publishing is not thriving. Africans read, and as
for distribution, you can �nd almost any kind of product or
brand in Jalingo or Makurdi, small towns. In Nigeria and
Ghana, even outside West Africa, older writers speak with
nostalgia for the Pacesetter series which started in 1977. Bold,
short, bright popular �ction in small books.  Buchi Emecheta
wrote one, Kalu Okpi was very popular. They were swapped
in school grounds. Somehow, they solved the problems of
distribution and marketing. Maybe short, bold, popular and
cheap is the way to go. And books don’t eat up your data. Ken
Saro-Wiwa published a whole series of very popular short
books that were based on a Nigerian TV show, the Mr B
series. One of them at least had SFF content. So maybe �lm or
TV tie-ins would be a way for continental publishing to get
more of a foothold.

Wole Talabi: One thing I have found interesting is that
the pandemic has been both a problem and opportunity in
some ways. With the restriction of visas and other logistics
around travel having to be worked around by many
organizations, I have seen many African authors take
advantage to increase their presence and visibility globally at
conventions and events since these are now mostly virtual and
can be attended from any place with a reasonable internet
connection. There is something lost in the quality of such
events for sure. But there has also been something gained.
Don’t you think? 

Geo�  Ryman: I think the Zoom aspect of conventions
will be a permanent change to how things are done.  It just
makes global and regional SFF conventions more accessible to
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people further away who can’t a�ord �ights. That means
panels on international topics are more likely and will be easier
to set up. Yet more panels on African science �ction (laughs).
Or maybe even African writers on panels that are NOT about
diversity.

Wole Talabi: Speaking of those, I will be on one soon
actually. A panel on “Future Tech: Working the Science into
Your Fiction” with Cory Doctorow, Paul McAuley, and Karen
Osborne. It will be my �rst of these and I’m glad it’s not a
panel about diversity.

Geo�  Ryman: That’s great. I’ve been to a couple of
virtual cons. They are a mixed blessing. One was very
expensive with a huge time di�erence for me. I did see some
panels—but the time di�erence was crippling for the
socializing. Either I or the Americans were in bed when I
wanted to hang out. Another more local con was great for
bumping into people—but the panels were awful. The tech
kept falling over. Panelists didn’t know if they had an
audience. The audience had to ask questions via chat.

Wole Talabi: Yes, virtual events can be tricky, but I think
the pandemic has really pushed people to make the e�ort to at
least experiment with them and try to �gure them out.

Geo�  Ryman: As you know, we’ve tried to have a sort of
free weekly online SFF Convention for ASFS members on
Zoom— panels on comics, editing in Africa, Nommo
shortlist readings, agents, how TV writing works in the UK
and the USA. We also had star interviews with people like
Sheree Renée Thomas. It has been a pretty rich program, but I
will say attendance has not been good. Talking to people like
Iquo Diana Abasi, who edits Omenana and who interviewed
Sheree Renée Thomas, the problem could be with people’s
data. Many people in Nigeria and other African countries buy
data in packets for their phones. An hour’s talk on Zoom
takes up too much of it. So, we may need to rethink—fewer
events or some other way of brie�ng writers on the continent
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without access. We might try to organize face-to-face meets
among ASFS members in particular cities, at least to help
foster supportive personal ties. It means that Zoom is a
solution for privileged people. ‘He who has sugar gets more’ is
an old Indian saying. I suspect the people showing up at cons
though Zoom will be mostly people already outside the
continent. Or people who live in Abuja or Victoria Island.

Wole Talabi: Yes, I know that many people in Nigeria
don’t have constant or consistent Wi-Fi. Another
infrastructure problem. Data is the main way of using the
internet so it makes sense that Zoom would pose problems.
The idea of in-person meetings is a good one in places like
Lagos. I think �nancial support to provide internet access for
people that want to attend could also be a good option. I am
sure some members would be willing to provide data to those
who want to attend but can’t a�ord it since the discussions
can be quite useful especially to newer authors.

Geo�  Ryman: One thing the ASFS is trying to do with
its brie�ngs on agents, editing and TV is to get African writers
into the rooms where African content –TV or comics –are
being written. ‘Not about us without us’ sums it up. To sum
up me—the immediate future of African SFF is mostly
outside Africa. Black African writers have great allies in the
diaspora. A lot of publishing will be e�orts with them. For
example—I’m already hearing of people we know getting
acceptances to Africa Risen—it’s a great thrill for a young
writer on the continent to be able to say they have a story
with tor.com. Maybe we could get those publishers to work
on these stories with African editors. But African SFF is �rmly
on the world stage. 

Wole Talabi: I think I agree that the immediate future of
African SFF is mostly outside Africa. But I think African
authors like myself need to keep at least one eye back on the
continent. We cannot expect allies to help us build a
sustainable African SFF publishing scene. We need to keep
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engaging with our own local readers and editors and
publishers despite the operational di�culties, because in the
end, there may be a few personal successes, but without a
homegrown or at least home-centred scene, we may never get
enough of an ecosystem to really get the wave future African
SFF writers, reviewers, editors, and fans we dream of.
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1 8
WA D I N G  I N  T H E  WAT E R

BY NICOLE GIVENS KURTZ

was drowning.
The rush of cold, chlorine water pushed down

my throat, burned my eyes, and singed my nose as I sank
deeper into the 10 feet of water at Concord Swimming
Complex. The others’ laughter, squeals, and splashes faded
into a nebulous glob of aquatic deafness. I couldn’t breathe.
Each gulp brought only more chemically treated water.
Screaming and coughing encouraged more, and before long,
my �ailing arms and kicking legs tired. Terror clutched my
heart in its icy, indi�erent �gures, and powerless, I sank
further to the bottom.

I closed my eyes. The water’s high chlorine rendered them
sizzling orbs.

My ten year-old-brain, on autopilot, embraced the �ight
or �ght, choosing both as a reasonable e�ort to gain oxygen.
Perhaps I cried. I couldn’t tell.

Something grabbed me and renewed my e�orts to defend
myself. I punched, whirled, kicked like a mule. My entire self
was wrenched from the lukewarm depths and suddenly, I
could breathe. Spurting, spewing pool water from my lungs, I
found myself in my father’s arms. He helped me to the water’s
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edge, sat me down, and patted my back while I coughed into a
towel which my mother handed me.

During the last year of the pandemic, I drowned—
creatively, emotionally, and professionally. I became a human
husk. Fear, stress, and the turmoil of watching thousands of
people—mostly Black and Brown people—die from the
COVID-19 virus hollowed out my core, rendering fruitless my
ability to tell stories, to instill hope, to envision a future.

Like the community pool, the year of the pandemic
contained other dangerous elements in its cesspool of misery.
The United States election antics, the continued state violence
against Black people, peace protestors, and the poor stole my
breath, conjured tears, grief, and unresolved post-traumatic
stress.

And I was drowning.
By the end of April, I �ailed against the approaching dark.

Food tasted like paste. Con�ned to my home, I rarely left my
bedroom, my laptop lived on my nightstand, becoming a
mainstay amongst medications and stained co�ee mugs.

And still the words didn’t come.
I write speculative �ction, suspenseful science �ction and

thrilling fantasies. The horror of what human beings did to
each other because of avarice, lust, and the other deadly sins
provide a well of motivations for my characters—these are as
old as time, as ancient as humanity, but what makes my work,
well, mine, is how the environment, the setting, the changes in
technology a�ect those age-old desires and the responses to
them. It’s what I love about science �ction, fantasy, and
horror.

Yet, as I watched the pandemic unfolding in conjunction
with the explosion of civil unrest in the United States, the
UK, and other places, I witnessed these themes play out in
real time, in real life, and real death. How could I write
about them on a page? How could I fix my mouth to speak
about fictional characters’ conflicts and plights, when there
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was so much carnage—emotional and physical
—raging now?

So, the words didn’t come.
And I continued to drown.
Like most writers, the act of putting pen to paper, �ngers

to keyboards, telling stories, journaling, was a refuge and a
space to re�ect. Journaling in particular served to take internal
dialogue and turn it into external dialogue between me and
myself on paper. It was during one of these discussions in the
ocean of chaos and death that I discovered a breathable mask
in the form of words.

A quote, by the amazing and brilliant Toni Morrison:
This is precisely the time when artists go to work. There is no

time for despair, no place for self-pity, no need for silence, no
room for fear. We speak, we write, we do language. That is how
civilizations heal.

I’d read the quote before, seen it cross the interwebs
between di�erent writer friends, but at that moment,
hunched over my laptop, in bed, groaning at the lake of
despair across the world, I heard it. It spoke to me, and like an
oxygen mask, it snapped over my mouth and nose so that I
could breathe again.

So, there may be words, again.
I wasn’t out of the woods. Just like that summer day all

those years ago, I had my head above water, but most of my
body remained submerged in the pool, bumped, and battered
by other swimmers, frolicking in the sun’s hot glare and cool
water, unaware of my predicament. They had their own lives
to enjoy, you see. Only so many hours existed, and the
community pool for most of them served as their only time to
get in the water all summer. Their callousness to my plight, to
the fact that I could die, angered me upon re�ection. At the
time of the incident, I wanted to tread the water long enough
to reach its edge—to survive.

A segment of the US population behaved like those at the
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pool that day. Their convenience, lives, events, and beliefs
trumped those who su�ered with the virus and those who
fought to combat it—the lifesavers. The lifesavers at the pool
blew their whistles, shouted, ordered to not run, to not push,
to not throw people into the water, but their cries for civility,
safety, and compassion, for the most part, were ignored. At the
onset of the pandemic, the lifesavers—doctors and nurses—
su�ered similar fates. They advised the populace to wear
masks, to socially distance, to wash hands, and keep each other
safe. Those cries for community safety fell on willfully deaf
ears.

And people were drowning.
I needed the words to come.
Re�ecting on Toni Morrison’s words, I decided to do

something creative, to pull myself out of the emotional
quagmire. I decided to create a world, for me. At the time, I
wasn’t sure what I would do with it except, create it. Most of
writing for me came from the creating, the generating of
something new, to produce something that—although it may
be familiar—hadn’t been seen or read before.

In the past, I kept loose notes on my series in a bulleted
Word document; however, due to being laid o� by my
company, I had time to indulge my barren creative �ow. It
started slow. The trickle of ideas came out like brownish water
out of a rusty spout. But �ow it did. I searched for images,
videos, and researched about the places, beliefs, and birds that
interested me.

At �rst, the idea sounded strange, even to me. Create a
fantasy suspense story without using elves, dragons, or
dwarves. Humph. I would go on to use birds instead, and the
more I read about the numerous worlds of birds and their
varieties, the more I began to breathe. Instead of sipping slips
of air, I could now inhale lung-full rounds of oxygen. No
water in these lungs. Creativity had wrenched me from the
choppy waters of despair, collective grief, and hopelessness.
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The more I built the world, losing myself in the creation
of The Kingdom of Aves, the more I discovered I could laugh
again. When not working on the worldbuilding, I found
myself thinking about it, tying loose ends together and
�eshing out bony structure and spiny veins. It was as if I was
working to bring something to life in the face of such
overwhelming and heartbreaking death.

Soon, the words came.
Toni Morrison’s other words came to mind.
“All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to

get back to where it was.”
And I had. I returned to the joy of creating, the love of

writing, the thrilling excitement of birthing a new story. The
labor, the tears, the torn bits of paper and shrieks of
frustration involved in the writing process were worth it when
the story erupts, fully grown, bearing the red strike marks of
revision, and wailing in triumph.

“I am here!”
Isn’t that the role of writers? To produce works that live

after we’re gone? To speak to those decades, centuries,
millennia down the line? To show that we had, in fact, lived?

For months, I continued to build my proverbial ark that
would become Kill Three Birds: A Kingdom of Aves Mystery.
As the daily death numbers spewed from the television and
social media battles erupted over mask usage, I retreated to
Aves. It saved me from the pouring onslaught of death, loss of
employment, and the sea of misery in the wake of a global
pandemic.

It didn’t happen every day. Some days, not even the lure of
my worldbuilt kingdom could conjure me from the ugly funk
of a global pandemic and a Nazi president. I lost weight. I lost
friends. I lost family. We all did. A hunk of our humanity and
sense of safety had been ripped away to reveal ugly, oozing
truths. It reeked. We’d known for years our healthcare systems
didn’t pass the smell test, but as a country, we lumbered on.
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Still, within the con�nes of my creative ark, I sailed
through the rough waters of the November presidential
election and the holidays. The new year arrived with the same
energy the entire year had produced—apprehension. The
arrival of a new year hasn’t ever reduced the amount of racism
and violence against Black people in America. It didn’t now.
So, I approached the newly elected president and vice
president with caution, the same as I have with every
Democrat elected president. Governing required more than
the actions of the Executive Branch. Hope remained a
dangerous emotion to embrace.

But relief arrived, and I breathed.
The words continued to come.
I waded back into the creative waters, but this time, I

didn’t drown.
Instead, those waves nourished my soul, bringing me back

from emotional dehydration and physical despair.
Now, I look ahead to the future, and I write those visions,

those worlds, and those stories I see. Sending my own ripples
to the future generations and sharing with them my
experiences, beliefs, challenges, and heartbreak. I’m writing to
say something for the now, but also for the will be.

I am here.
I am alive.
Treading water.
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