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Nnedi Okorafor-Mbachu is the author of the novels
Zahrah the Windseeker and The Shadow
Speaker. Her forthcoming book for children, Long
Juju Man, recently won the Macmillan Writer’s
Prize for Africa. She has also been an NAACP
Image Award and Andre Norton Award nominee, as
well as a finalist for the Essence Magazine Literary
Award. Her short fiction has appeared in Strange
Horizons and in anthologies such as So Long Been
Dreaming and Dark Matter: Reading the Bones.

Like much of Okorafor-Mbachu’s fiction, this
story takes place in Africa. “Nigeria is one of the top
oil-producing countries in the world. Yet this fact
has been more a curse than a blessing,” Okorafor-
Mbachu said. “The Niger Delta has one of the high-
est concentrations of biodiversity on Earth, yet it is an
environmental, political, and social mess. Oil spills,
gas flares, pipeline explosions, poor land manage-
ment, human rights abuses, the oil companies and
the Nigerian government could care less about the
land or people.”
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Zombie no go go, unless you tell am to go
Zombie!
Zombie!
Zombie no go stop, unless you tell am to stop
Zombie no go turn, unless you tell am to turn
Zombie!
Zombie no go think, unless you tell am to think

—from Zombie by Fela Kuti, Nigerian musician
and self-proclaimed voice of the voiceless



M
y husband used to beat me.
That was how I ended up out
there that evening behind our
house, just past the bushes,
through the tall grass, in front
of the pipelines. Our small
house was the last in the vil-

lage, practically in the forest itself. So nobody ever saw or
heard him beating me.

Going out there was the best way to put space between
me and him without sending him into further rage. When
I went behind the house, he knew where I was and he
knew I was alone. But he was too full of himself to realize
I was thinking about killing myself.

My husband was a drunk, like too many of the mem-
bers of the Niger Delta People’s Movement. It was how
they all controlled their anger and feelings of helplessness.
The fish, shrimps and crayfish in the creeks were dying.
Drinking the water shriveled women’s wombs and even-
tually made men urinate blood.

There was a stream where I had been fetching water.
A flow station was built nearby and now the stream was
rank and filthy, with an oily film that reflected rainbows.
Cassava and yam farms yielded less and less each year. The
air left your skin dirty and smelled like something prepar-
ing to die. In some places, it was always daytime because of
the noisy gas flares.
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My village was shit.
On top of all this, People’s Movement members were

getting picked off like flies. The “kill-and-go” had grown
bold. They shot People’s Movement members in the streets,
they ran them over, dragged them into the swamps. You
never saw them again.

I tried to give my husband some happiness. But after
three years, my body continued to refuse him children. It’s
easy to see the root of his frustration and sadness . . . but
pain is pain. And he dealt it to me regularly.

My greatest, my only true possession was my father’s
guitar. It was made of fine polished Abura timber and it
had a lovely tortoiseshell pick guard. Excellent handwork.
My father said that the timber used to create the guitar
came from one of the last timber trees in the delta. If you
held it to your nose, you could believe this. The guitar was
decades old and still smelled like fresh cut wood, like it
wanted to tell you its story because only it could.

I wouldn’t exist without my father’s guitar. When he
was a young man, he used to sit in front of the compound
in the evening and play for everyone. People danced,
clapped, shut their eyes and listened. Cell phones would
ring and people would ignore them. One day, it was my
mother who stopped to listen.

I used to stare at my father’s fast long-fingered hands
when he played. Oh, the harmonies. He could weave any-
thing with his music—rainbows, sunrises, spider webs
sparkling with morning dew. My older brothers weren’t



interested in learning how to play. But I was, so my father
taught me everything he knew. And now it was my long-
fingers that graced the strings. I’d always been able to hear
music and my fingers moved even faster than my father’s.
I was good. Really good.

But I married that stupid man. Andrew. So I only
played behind the house. Away from him. My guitar was
my escape.

That fateful evening, I was sitting on the ground in
front of the fuel pipeline. It ran right through everyone’s
backyard. My village was an oil village, as was the village
where I grew up. My mother lived in a similar village before
she was married, as did her mother. We are Pipeline People.

My mother’s grandmother was known for lying on the
pipeline running through her village. She’d stay like that
for hours, listening and wondering what magical fluids
were running through the large never-ending steel tubes.
This was before the Zombies, of course. I laughed. If she
tried to lie on a pipeline now she’d be brutally killed.

Anyway, when I was feeling especially blue, I’d take
my guitar and come out here and sit right in front of the
pipeline. I knew I was flirting with death by being so close
but when I was like this, I didn’t really care. I actually wel-
comed the possibility of being done with life. It was a won-
der that my husband didn’t smash my guitar during one
of his drunken rages. I’d surely have quickly thrown my-
self on the pipeline if he did. Maybe that was why he’d
rather smash my nose than my guitar.
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This day, he’d only slapped me hard across the face.
I had no idea why. He’d simply come in, seen me in the
kitchen and smack! Maybe he’d had a bad day at work—
he worked very hard at a local restaurant. Maybe one of
his women had scorned him. Maybe I did something
wrong. I didn’t know. I didn’t care. My nose was just
starting to stop bleeding and I was not seeing so many
stars.

My feet were only inches from the pipeline. I was es-
pecially daring this night. It was warmer and more humid
than normal. Or maybe it was my stinging burning face.
The mosquitoes didn’t even bother me much. In the dis-
tance, I could see Nneka, a woman who rarely spoke to me,
giving her small sons a bath in a large tub. Some men were
playing cards at a table several houses down. It was dark,
there were small small trees and bushes here and even our
closest neighbor was not very close, so I was hidden.

I sighed and placed my hands on the guitar strings. I
plucked out a tune my father used to play. I sighed and
closed my eyes. I would always miss my father. The feel of
the strings vibrating under my fingers was exquisite.

I fell deep into the zone of my music, weaving it, then
floating on a glorious sunset that lit the palm tree tops
and . . .

Click!
I froze. My hands still on the strings, the vibration

dying. I didn’t dare move. I kept my eyes closed. The side
of my face throbbed.



Click! This time the sound was closer. Click! Closer.
Click! Closer.

My heart pounded and I felt nauseous with fear. De-
spite my risk taking, I knew this was not the way I wanted
to die. Who would want to be torn limb from limb by
Zombies? As everyone in my village did multiple times a
day, I quietly cursed the Nigerian government.

Twing!
The vibration of the guitar string was stifled by my

middle finger still pressing it down. My hands started to
shake, but still I kept my eyes shut. Something sharp and
cool lifted my finger. I wanted to scream. The string was
plucked again.

Twang!
The sound was deeper and fuller, my finger no longer

muffling the vibration. Very slowly, I opened my eyes. My
heart skipped. The thing stood about three feet tall, which
meant I was eye-to-eye with it. I’d never seen one up close.
Few people have. These things are always running up and
down the pipeline like a herd of super fast steer, always
with things to do.

I chanced a better look. It really did have eight legs.
Even in the darkness, those legs shined, catching even the
dimmest light. A bit more light and I’d have been able to
see my face perfectly reflected back at me. I’d heard that
they polished and maintained themselves. This made even
more sense now, for who would have time to keep them
looking so immaculate?
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