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1: Patient Zero
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The day after his older brother died, Lebona Dlamini sat on his cot and stared out the window at the bitter gray sky. This strange cold place, where he and the other boys and girls were held like prisoners, had turned deadly.

He did not remember his father; the sickness that ravaged the people of his country, Lesotho, had taken him while Lebona was still a small boy. Then it had taken his mother, two years before. Now with his older brother gone to join them in heaven, it was just him and his little brother, and it was time for him to be responsible and take Likotsi away from this awful place. He was fourteen, after all, already a man in his tribe. 

The small nurse, Young-Min, spoke a few words of English, and so did Lebona. One day he had asked her where they were, and she showed him a map with the names of countries in English. She put her finger on a place called North Korea. She took him to the window and pointed to the river that passed on both sides and he understood they were on an island in the middle of the icy water. The country called China was on the other side.

He took her hand and they returned to the map, where he showed her the tiny pink oblong called Lesotho, nestled inside South Africa like a child in the womb. She had agreed it was very, very far away.

When he woke up that morning to the sound of coughing and retching, it was freezing in the dormitory, and he had only a thin sheet to cover him, because he had given his blanket to Likotsi during the night.

The heat and color of his homeland was long gone, replaced by white snow and bitter cold. He looked at the drab green walls, the tan linoleum floor, the two dozen cots each lined up neatly against a wall. Each bed had a small locker beside it where the orphans could keep the few personal belongings they had – a change of clothes, a toy, a few letters. All that they had been given at the orphanage back in Ntsi, before the man and woman had come to bring them here.

There were only ten orphans left, where originally there had been twenty. Most of the girls had already died; there were only four of them left, along with Lebona, his two brothers, and two boys. Every few days, the mean head nurse, the one whose face was wrinkled like the side of a mountain, would come into the dormitory and select several of the children to go into the doctor’s office and get a shot. Many of them became sick afterwards, and were taken to the hospital ward in the same building. They never came back.

The mean nurse had come for Lebona’s elder brother at the start of the week. Liboko had cried and protested, but the nurse refused. Lebona was relieved when his brother returned a few minutes later, only complaining that the nurse had given him two shots instead of one, because he wiggled too much.

Within two days, Liboko couldn’t keep any food down, and when Lebona touched his forehead, his brother’s skin was burning hot. He stroked Liboko’s head and sang him a rhyme their mother had sung to them when they were sick, about three little rabbits.

When Young-Min came by later that afternoon, Lebona told her, using a few words of English and a pantomime, that his brother was ill.

Young-Min was only a bit taller than Lebona, though like all the others her skin was as pale as the first rays of the morning sun, and her eyes had the funny slant all the people in this country had. She had a smiling round face, and she often brought the children sweets and told them not to tell anyone. 

“This not good,” she said to Lebona. “I take him to hospital.”

“I go with him. Take care of him.”

She shook her head. She patted him on the arm and said something in her harsh language. She pointed to Likotsi, and Lebona realized that he had to stay with his brother.

That night, the littlest rabbit climbed into Lebona’s cot with him, both of them frightened about what was to come. Lebona thought it was good to have Likotsi’s warm body against his.

As he drowsed, he prayed in the way that the orphanage director had taught them, back in Ntsi. He asked the Big Father in the Sky to let Liboko be one of the fortunate ones. He would come back from the hospital and play with them. They would go outside, as they had once, and sit by the shore of the river where the water was shallow. 

And someday all three of them would go home again.

The next morning, when Young-Min came to the dormitory to make everyone get up, Lebona asked about his brother.

She took his hand and squeezed, and she mimed that Liboko was very sick. She held her stomach and groaned, and when Lebona tried to go with her she made him stay behind. She came in twice more that day, and she said that Liboko was still very sick.

That night, Lebona decided he would do whatever he had to do in order to see his brother. But the next morning, when Young-Min came in, she had tears in her eyes. “Where my brother?” Lebona demanded, first in Sotho, then in English. 

Young-Min shook her head sadly and then let it roll sideways onto her shoulder, her tongue hanging out to mime death. 

“It cannot be!” Lebona cried. He began to yell and beat at Young-Min with his fists. She called for help, and the guard from the front of the building came running. He was big, the size of the head man in Lebona’s village, and just as angry as that man always was. He grabbed Lebona by the shoulders and dragged him down the hallway, yelling words Lebona could not understand.

The man pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked a door, then pushed Lebona inside. It was a dark closet, filled with boxes and strange machines, and when the door slammed the only light was a tiny strip at the bottom of the door.

Lebona spent the day in the darkness, worried about Likotsi. Would the mean nurse give him a shot, too? What would happen to Liboko’s soul now that he had passed in a foreign country? The minister at the orphanage had promised them that if they behaved they would go to heaven when they passed, and be reunited with their dead parents. Would Liboko be able to find his way to them?

Lebona was a brave boy, not frightened of the dark, but he realized that he had been foolish to cry out and cause Likotsi to be separated from him. He had to remember that his little brother was his responsibility, and he couldn’t do anything to put the boy in danger.

As people passed the door of the closet, speaking quickly, Lebona waited to be set free. Would they make him stay in the closet all night? As dinner time approached, his stomach grumbled and waves of frigid air swept under the door as people left the building to go home.

Each night, after the boys and girls in the dormitory and the hospital wards had been given their dinners, the doctors and nurses and other staff took a small boat from the island to their homes, leaving only a watchman behind, with the door to the dormitory locked to keep the children from wandering around.

The building was quiet, and Lebona worried that everyone had left. But he heard a key in the lock, and Young-Min opened the door, her finger to her lips. She motioned him toward the dormitory, and then hurried out the front door to the ferry dock.

Young-Min had left the dormitory door unlocked so Lebona could slip back in. Likotsi was waiting on Lebona’s bed, and had saved him some dinner. As Lebona gobbled the bread and vegetable mush, Likotsi said, “The other two boys became sick today and the small nurse took them away.”

“How are you?” Lebona asked.

“I am strong,” the little boy boasted. “I will always be healthy.”

They snuggled together in Lebona’s narrow cot, but Lebona had trouble sleeping. By the time dawn arrived on Wednesday morning, he had made his decision.

“We must leave, little brother,” he said, shaking his brother awake. “Quickly, before the bad people return.”

The first ferry boat always arrived when the sun had risen above the level of the river, so there was not much time. The other two boys moaned in pain, and one of them had emptied his stomach onto the floor beside his cot.

Lebona moved silently around the dormitory, taking shirts, pants and socks from the belongings of the boys who were sick or already dead. None of them had coats or hats, coming from a hot climate as they did, so the extra layers would have to serve.

Lebona had seen snow, on the mountaintops in Lesotho, but he had never walked in it until he had arrived on the island Young-Min called Eudo-Un. He remembered how Young-Min had told him the water was very shallow around the island. If he and Likotsi could walk through the water to the land on the other side, they could get away from the hospital and all the dead.

Lebona handed his brother a pile of clothing, and they tip-toed out of the dormitory before the girls woke up. In the hallway, Lebona dressed his brother in as much clothing as he could carry. There wasn’t much left over for Lebona but he put on what he could. He took his brother by the hand and they hurried to the lobby. He had not yet seen the watchman. Was he sleeping somewhere?

Lebona pushed open the door that led to the building’s entrance lobby an inch or two and looked out. The guard was on the floor by the front door, lying on his side, a pool of vomit by his mouth. Cautiously Lebona crept out, leaving Likotsi behind. He watched the man carefully for a moment or two and noticed that he no longer breathed.

He motioned to Likotsi. “Help me,” he said. “We must take as much of his clothing as we can.”

“No!” Likotsi said, backing away. He began to cry.

“You must be a man,” Lebona said sternly. “I need your help.”

Likotsi didn’t want to touch the man, but eventually he helped Lebona remove the heavy coat, boots and his socks. Lebona put them on himself. Then they hurried outside, and ran as quickly as they could to the place of the shallow water.

When Lebona stepped in, it was so cold it burned but he picked up Likotsi and pushed forward, carrying his little brother on his back. The cold water flowed into every part of his clothing, searing against his skin.

Big pieces of ice floated past him and he had to scoot around to avoid being hit. He fought against the strong current, worried that it would push him into deeper water. Fortunately he had grown much taller during his last year, and the water never got higher than his neck.

In the distance he saw the ferry boat approaching, and he knew that he and his brother had to reach the other shore before anyone could see them. He pushed the last few feet through the burning water, then put Likotsi down on the bank and rested. His body was shivering, his head ached, and he began to cough. He pulled himself in like a tiny mouse and his eyelids closed. He would sleep for just a moment, he thought.

But Likotsi tugged at his hand. “I’m cold. When can we go inside?”

Lebona took a deep breath and forced himself to stand up. “Come take my hand, little rabbit.” His glove was soaking wet but he could still feel some of Likotsi’s warmth through it. His head throbbed and his stomach felt like he had eaten something bad.

Just one foot after the other, he thought, as they trudged through a fallow field dotted with clumps of snow. He saw a big mountain in the distance with a curving stone wall coming down its side. He aimed for the stone building at the top.

The sun rose and the warmth felt good against his face. At the far end of the field, he spotted a wire fence strung between white poles made of stone. There was a road on the other side, spots of pavement showing through the ice and snow.

He hoped that meant that the fence separated the bad people from the island from better people, ones who would help him. He said a quick prayer to the Big Father in the Sky, and pushed forward to the fence. 

Fortunately, the bottom wire was loose, and using the heavy gloves he had taken from the guard, he was able to pull it up enough so that Likotsi could crawl underneath. Once his brother was on the other side, he forced himself to crawl on his belly like a lizard, scraping his cheek on a piece of wire.

It was even harder to get up from the ground than it had been after crossing the river, but Lebona forced himself up. “Which way do we go?” Likotsi asked.

Lebona pointed to the mountain. “We go that way,” he said.

He did not know how much time passed, inching ahead, until two men in a big wagon pulled up, wearing the uniforms of soldiers. They appeared more confused than angry, but Lebona could not understand anything they said. Maybe they would understand his few words of English.

“Help us,” he said, and then he collapsed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


2: Messing with You 
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Jasper Green was pretty sure he was the only non-Chinese among the twenty-some men crammed into the living room of an apartment in Dandong, a city in northeast China on the banks of the Yalu River, only a few hundred meters from North Korea. House music played in the background, under a buzz of chatter in Mandarin.

The décor was simple, and matched his friends’ apartments back home in Illinois. A couple of IKEA-style futons, empty beer bottles and ashtrays. The air was hazy with cigarette smoke, reminding him that nearly one-third of the world’s smokers lived in China. He could only imagine what living in Dandong was doing to his lungs, but he was young and the future was a long way away.

Jasper looked at the crowd. One man had dyed his shoulder-length black hair shocking pink. Another had shaved his head and had multiple piercings in his ears. But most of the men looked ordinary, ranging in age from what Jasper guessed as mid-twenties to one gentleman who had to be at least sixty. Several of the more muscular boys wore tight-fitting tank tops; a burly man with almost no body hair wore a leather vest and chaps.

Jasper’s friend Li Gan appeared out of the haze and embraced him. Gan was about average height for a Chinese man, which meant that Jasper towered over him at six-two. Jasper had to lean down to kiss his friend on the cheek. “Glad you could come!” Gan shouted over the music.

“I’m glad you invited me,” Jasper shouted back.

Back home, Jasper had been eager to see the world, and had taken the opportunity to enter a six-month intensive language course in Mandarin offered in Dandong. After his course ended, Jasper had decided to stay for a while. He liked the city’s atmosphere, a cosmopolitan downtown and riverfront, with countryside a few miles away that reminded him of home. He set up his own blog about his life as a gweilo, or foreigner, in China, and had managed to sell a couple of short pieces to travel websites. Neusoft, the biggest software company in China, was headquartered in Dandong, and he’d pitched the idea of a company profile to every major media outlet he could find.

Phil Denman, the international news editor at the Toronto Star had agreed to look at it on spec. He had sent Jasper a whole list of specific guidelines, and Jasper was relieved when one of the programmers at Neusoft was delegated to speak to him.

Gan had been chosen to speak to the gweilo reporter because of his proficiency in English. Jasper had worked his ass off on that piece, and been thrilled when Denman emailed his acceptance. It was a real coup when the story sold; it was the biggest outlet he’d sold to, and the best-paying.

Even better, Denman mentioned that he needed a stringer, a freelance journalist, in northern China. Would Jasper be interested?

Of course he was. Since then, using his Star clips, he had pitched a dozen stories and sold two of them, and done some work on assignment for the Star. 

“Come, get beer,” Gan said, tugging on Jasper’s hand.

Gan was slim and had pale skin, which came from spending most of his time hunched over a computer either coding or playing games. Jasper followed him into the kitchen where Gan extracted a bottle of Snow Beer from a big tub of ice and bottles. The beer, made by a joint venture with Miller, was a bit too weak for Jasper’s taste, but he liked the label, in shades of light and dark blue, with what looked like a rappeler making his way down a steep slope. 

“How are you?” Gan asked. “Are you having sex?”

“I’m fine,” Jasper said. It was a bit quieter in the kitchen so they could speak more normally. “I’ve been busy on another company profile.”

Jasper’s interview at Neusoft had ended with Gan asking Jasper out on a date, which had led to a brief romance. Unfortunately, both men were líng hào – bottoms. Ling meant zero, a hole. A man who was yī hào was a top; the word yi meant one, and that number looked like a penis.

They had remained good friends, though, and Jasper was happy to have someone who could introduce him to more gay men in Dandong. Gan wrapped his arm around Jasper and rubbed his groin suggestively against Jasper’s. “Many single guys here tonight. Come, we find someone for you.”

They walked back into the living room and were once again assailed by the loud music. He recognized a song by the Chinese indie rock group Hedgehog. Some of the men in the middle of the room were dancing, and Gan tugged him forward. They joined the group, dancing together until Jasper spotted Yang An.

“I have to talk to him,” Jasper said, and pushed his way through the crowd. Yang An was a slim man in his fifties, small and almost dainty. An’s hair was shaved down close on the sides, and he had a diamond stud in each ear. He wasn’t Jasper’s type at all – too old, too flamboyant, too short.

But they had hooked up after a party much like this one, because the older man had promised Jasper he could give him a major story. He bragged that he knew about stolen organs being transplanted at Dandong Fourth Hospital where he worked as a nurse. “You come to my place, and I tell you everything,” An had said.

Jasper realized he might have a big story on his hands. Illegal organ trade! Testimony from a nurse with first-hand knowledge. It was the kind of story that Pulitzers were made of. Though he didn’t want to sleep with An, he’d gone with the man. At An’s apartment, a tiny studio a few blocks from the hospital, An had only given him a few details before they fell into bed together. 

He left An’s a few hours before dawn, too excited to sleep, and had logged onto his computer to see if An’s allegations were plausible. He discovered that China was one of the places where the illegal trade in human organs was biggest, along with India and Pakistan, and a kidney could go for as much as $150,000. The World Health Organization estimated that over 10,000 surgeries involving illegally obtained organs took place each year, or almost one an hour.
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