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To the ghosts of Cape Town’s past, present, and future.






MONDAY






- 1 - THE DAILY TRUTH


WE REMEMBER

By Lawyer Tshabalala

It started with a tremor, small and unassuming, as these things generally do, my broe. Just a few words on page seven (by yours truly) about three tween girls stuck in a giggle loop.

The school called in a bunch of experts, who gave the thing a fancy label. And this put the parents’ worries to rest. Because who doesn’t like a good label to help them sleep at night?

Mass psychogenic illness. Also known as mass hysteria. Just a couple of tweens with their hormones running riot. Nothing to worry about.

It had happened once before. In the sixties, in Tanzania. Remember the Tanganyika laughter epidemic? And that story turned out fine. No need to panic, run tests, stick needles into anyone.

The experts took the Tanganyika epidemic as a blueprint and ordered the girls to be isolated from their peers. So, the school sent the girls home to ride out this wave of runaway emotion somewhere else. Case closed, problem solved, job well done.

Only thing was, it didn’t work. The girls didn’t stop laughing.

Four days passed and the girls were burning fevers now. Struggling to breathe, eat, sleep. One by one they were rushed to the emergency room. Test after test was run while they lay shackled to their beds to stop them from falling off. Fed through tubes, attached to breathing apparatuses, and monitored around the clock.

Seventeen days. One day longer than the worst of the cases reported in the Tanzanian epidemic. And the girls were still laughing. Eyes tearing, voices broken, mouths salivating like mutts, faces contorted in the most horrific grins, knees jerking, arms flailing, bodies forever convulsing like crash test dummies.

Meanwhile, the “joke” was catching. The girls’ families started laughing first, then their friends, their coworkers. The nurse with the heart tattoo on her ankle who came in quick to change the IV drip. The car guard holding out his hand for tips.

At first the guys upstairs clung to the mass hysteria diagnosis and tried to stem the tide by closing all channels of information. Lawyers were hired to file DMCAs to stop people from streaming all those YouTube clips or posting images in their feeds on social media. This was the Information Age, after all, and the tide couldn’t be turned. So, the government pulled rank, imitated their chums in China, and orchestrated a total web blackout. Our city became data dark. But like Adam and Eve, we couldn’t go back after tasting from the tree. Social media addicts were up in arms, their trigger fingers were itching and twitching, and a new kind of violence, dubbed “withdrawal rage,” swept the masses. Addicts would snap and bring out their fists for as much as a skew look in a queue, and violence stats soared.

And along the way, more and more people were cracking up. It’s psychological, it has to be, the experts proclaimed: an extreme response to Third World stressors.

But the girls, the ones the Laughter had chosen first, were now showing other symptoms, too. Their bones disintegrating, their organs turning into soup. And this thing, this mass collective joke, was blowing up in everyone’s faces, with laughter resonating on every street corner, and death following suit.

Today, exactly seven years on, we remember the day that changed our sick city forever. Dorothy, Jennilee, and Andiswa: may you rest in peace. Along with every single soul who followed after. And God, Allah, Vishnu, the government, our ancestors (or whoever we choose to believe in) help us. May we one day find a cure for this curse.






- 2 - SANS


Sans was a weasel. A wheeler. A dealer. A scavenging DIY schemer. A once sweet arrow-on-the-narrow turned small-fry ponyjacker, and now also a proper, serious, eye-on-the-prize pony dealer. As a pony man—the best, mind you, in this Sick City—he made a living dealing in real, 100 percent human hair, which a network of street kids and a convent of swindling sisters procured for him by all manner of means. It was the Down Days, sure, and Sick City was worse off than most, but chicks still dug their weaves, and a full head of hair cost a pretty penny.

It had been seven years since the Laughter turned the tip of Africa topsy-turvy. And Sans was doing fine. That was, until he met his unicorn.

He was wasting away his morning in Greenmarket Square playing cards with a bunch of dead collectors. On most days this patch of cobbled earth was a petri dish of industry, but today the air was dissonantly quiet and the traders who called these stones home looked bored and forlorn as they leaned against tables or sat around on plastic crates. It was one of those faux-sham-phony-bogus charlatan days that life sometimes coughed up: when every soul on the planet seemed down and out—like today wasn’t a wise day to get out of bed and face the world—and the streets felt like a film set after most of the cast and crew had gone home.

But this particular set was as old as the city itself. Before the Down Days, the square was a heaving mass of bodies and colorful stalls, with migrants pressing curios from all across Africa on fat-walleted tourists with fanny packs bulging over Gore-Tex shorts. Long before that, barefooted slaves hawked fruit and veg on these same smooth stones.

The city’s tourists had long since gone the way of the quagga, and the slaves, well, their bones salted the earth underneath these same streets. But the vendors remained, now hawking or bartering everything from petrol, Jik, and paraffin to chicken feet. One stall was doing a roaring trade in cooler boxes packed with survivors’ blood. Their sales pitch went that the blood was rife with antibodies that could cure the Laughter. Another vendor was charging his customers’ cell phones using some kind of contraption that he powered by pedaling like a madman on an exercise bike. If you had enough cash, most traders also delivered. That way, those rich saps who hadn’t flown the coop before the borders closed could wait out the Down Days without coming into contact with another breathing, sweating soul.

Sans was chucking cards onto the hood of a car. It was the middle of May, although you wouldn’t think it. The sun was searing hot and his mask was soaked in sweat. But he was winning—so he didn’t care—when he saw her. His unicorn. One strand of strong virgin hair uncurling from the scarf fashioned over her scalp. Perfect arms tattooed with dark freckles like a map of the Milky Way. Real-girl hips. And those eyes—one green, one brown.

She walked right up to him and asked him for the time. A seemingly innocent question requiring a seemingly straightforward answer. If only he could have foreseen the path this meeting would take, traced the conjecture with a pen, connecting the dots, maybe everything would have turned out fine. But he couldn’t. So he gave the answer that any man without sufficient foreknowledge of his imminent future would say.

Three words.

“Quarter past eight.”

And with this, his troubles started.






- 3 - FAITH


Faith September sat waiting behind the wheel, staring through the windshield. Outside the wind was playing tennis with an empty crisps packet. A mottled seagull dipped and dived, trying to nip at it.

As the number one driver for the Hanover Lazy Boys Corpse Collection Association, Faith spent her shifts on the streets of Sick City. Her guardjie and general sidekick, Ash, was a stringy white boy with a mullet who was in the habit of spinning tall tales and called his 9mm his baby.

In her life before the Down Days, Faith drove a minibus taxi. A tough job, with pay-as-you-go—or as many fares as you can load—wages. Time was money, every second wasted was a fare lost, and passengers had to be squeezed in fast and tight, skin on skin, like Tetris blocks. This led to some hairy driving to make ends meet and lots of name-calling from pissed-off passengers and motorists who didn’t understand the challenges of the job and would scream and moan and call minibus drivers all sorts of names, like bastards, lunatics, cowboys, and cockroaches.

Then the Down Days came, and many taxi companies expanded their business into the epidemic industry, pimping their minibuses to move coffins instead of customers. As it turned out, the dead paid better than the living (and never complained about sharing seats) and this cockroach was now quite literally living the high life with a sky-scraping pad perched above the ocean in Clifton and a full tank of petrol whenever she needed it.

That wasn’t to say her life was all roses, though. Carting the dead around was backbreaking work and distraught mourners would often throw things, scream at her, chase her away, or call her all sorts of names, like grim or vulture or hyena. But Faith had come to accept that grief wasn’t rational and couldn’t be argued with, so she just put her head down and got on with it. That said, sometimes there was respect, too. Every now and again a stranger would stop her in the street, call her Charon (after the mythical ferryman who carried souls over the River Styx), and give her a brown coin as a token of appreciation for the work that she did.

Ash was at the market, hunting for air freshener and taking his own sweet time. A girl, no more than a child, crossed the street, pushing a rusted trolley. The girl tugged at the ears of her cutesy teddy bear medical mask, the trolley’s wheels going squee-squee as they rolled over the tar. Startled, the gull fled upwards, leaving the crisps packet behind. As the girl lifted the trolley up and onto the pavement and disappeared into the folds of the Company’s Garden, Faith stroked the bruise above her right eye. The damn thing was tender as hell and throbbing like techno.

Earlier that morning, while playing cards in the square, they’d been called to the home of a preacher who had promised his congregation that he would raise their dead. “Just wait four days,” the sanguine pastor had apparently proclaimed, “and your loved ones will rise and walk among you again.”

Four days had turned into four weeks.

The cops were called when the neighbors started complaining about the smell. So they raided the preacher’s house and found grinner upon grinner stacked next to the TV set. When Faith and Ash came in to load the smiling corpses, the congregation was fuming and a riot was brewing.

The smell of the mob: fear, rage, adrenaline, sweat.

Stones were thrown (hence the ugly purple bruise), along with a couple of eggs. The cops retaliated with tear gas.

When they finally had all the grinners packed in the van and Faith started the engine, her back killing her, Ash began retching, just barely making it out the window. “Sorry, boss,” he’d said. “It’s the gas, it always does this to me.”

After leaving the coroner, they could still smell the sick, so Faith sent Ash to the market for air freshener. She opened her window a crack. In the rearview mirror she studied the file of rusting metal carcasses lining the shoulders of the road: car upon deserted car whose owners had flown the coop, kicked the bucket, or couldn’t afford the skyrocketing price of petrol and opted to skateboard, cycle, hail one of the few remaining minibus taxis catering to the living, or use their feet instead. Some of the windshields were shattered, others thick with dirt and dust on which a hundred and one fingers had left their mark. “Wash me,” “Johannes was here,” “Cindy & Tamatie foreva.” Bright spray-painted imagery adorned others. A kid in a black hoodie was squatting on the roof of a beat-up Mazda, touching up the teeth of an image of a spotted hyena with a yellow spray can. The hyena was flashing its fangs, cold black eyes staring heavenward. The kid’s sunshine-yellow mask had a laughing cartoon mouth painted on it; a brave choice if she’d ever seen one. These days, folks were mobbed or rounded up by the Veeps—the Virus Patrol—for much less.

On the radio, the city’s only remaining nongovernment-affiliated station, run by a passionate group of volunteers, had an interview on with some woman from some organization. Faith didn’t catch the name—Citizens Against Something-Something-Something. She was being interviewed by the station’s husky-voiced midmorning presenter, Sandy B.

“It’s atrocious, simply atrocious,” the woman was saying. Her voice grated. “These kids need guidance. It’s simply unacceptable to have an army of orphans running amok. Children need parents, authority figures, discipline. And when normal family systems break down, the government needs to step in and provide us with a solution.”

“But,” Sandy B. interjected, “we’ve all heard about the current state of these facilities. The government-run orphanages are filled way beyond their capacity. The system is failing these kids. So surely—”

“The system, any system, is darn well still preferable to the situation we have on our hands right now. I mean, every darn day this city is turning more and more into Lord of the Flies, what with these little hooligans on every street corner. Right this morning I caught one going to the bathroom on my daisies! My daisies, for goodness sake! Those bleeding-heart liberals who are moaning and groaning that the current welfare system is legalized child slavery should take their rose-colored glasses off and face facts. I mean, what about education? Who is teaching these street rats to read and write? Give it ten years and we’ll be thrown right back into the Middle Ages, with all these children, now adults, running the country when they can’t even spell. No. I say round up the little trolley-pushing tsotsis.”

“But new reports indicate the situation is temporary. That the French have developed a vaccine that should be in production quite soon. Following this, more schools will be opening their doors again and—”

“Please! Do you really believe that? Open your eyes! The West doesn’t care about us. They’ve closed their borders and left us here to rot. No. Something has to be done, come hell or high water. I say the government has to do its job, keep rounding them up and carting them off or else—”

Faith reached over and changed the station. The boy on the roof of the car put his spray can down and started fiddling with his phone. Then he slid off the bonnet and disappeared down a side street, passing a pair of kids busking on the curb. Kid number one was shaking a tin can to the beat while kid two was drawing dollar signs with a Sharpie onto the other’s free arm. The song their lips were churning was a hot ticket for busking street kids all over the city, although they never seemed to learn more than the first verse, which they belted out in sing-scream until folks plead-paid them to stop. These two were different, though. They seemed to know the words.

Faith reached for the knob and turned the radio down to listen:


We are traveling in the footsteps

Of those who’ve gone before

But we’ll all be reunited

On a new and sunlit shore.

Oh when the saints go marching in

When the saints go marching in

Oh Lord, I want to be in that number

When the saints go marching in.

And when the sun refuse to shine

And when the sun refuse to shine

Oh Lord, I want to be in that number

When the saints go marching in.

When the moon turns red with blood

When the moon turns red with blood

Oh Lord, I want to be in that number

When the saints go marching in.



Faith thought back to all those grinners this morning, stacked next to the TV set. How desperate those families must have been, to believe a crazy charlatan like that, saying he can raise the dead? She got it, though. Wanting to believe in something. She got it more than anyone. What with loading up grinners day after day, taking them away. Then there was that stupid suit. That canary-yellow cage. The way people stared at her when she was wearing it. Stepping back or averting their eyes when she walked past. As if she were death itself.

Not like any of this was new. Sick City had been delivered from the loins of the sick from the start. That’s what her mother had always said. That illness did more than sticks and stones to build and break this city’s bones. Scurvy was why the West first came to the Cape and brought slaves to these shores. Disease was behind the first seeds of segregation, too—the perfect excuse to give voice to silent prejudices. Way before the horrors of District Six, when the bubonic plague had raged through these streets, the homes of those deemed unwhite and unclean were razed to the ground. Their inhabitants chased to tented quarantine camps on the barren, sand-swept Cape Flats. If your skin was lily white, your home was merely disinfected and you were free to come and go as you pleased. If it wasn’t, you needed a plague pass to travel.

No, none of this was new. The cradle of humankind was also the cradle of guns and germs and death. All those little red flags on the map the color of blood. The soil here was thick with bones. This had always been a city shaped by germs. These streets were birthed by disease. And one day, it would be destroyed by it.

But not yet.

For now, most people are still getting by. Chins up, as Ash liked to say. Chins up. Where the hell was that kid anyway?






- 4 - TOMORROW


Tomorrow was at the market, feeling up avocados. Pressing her fingers into each green skin to see which one would give. Finding the perfect candidate, she turned around towards her purse, which was resting in the belly of the rusted trolley where her baby brother, Elliot, was playing with an empty coffee tin.

These days the prices at the local supermarket were a punch line to some kind of bad joke, with most of the shelves standing empty, gathering dust. Queues for what was left stretched around the block. So Tomorrow preferred to do her shopping here, in the Company’s Garden.

The city’s green lung was a relic of Sick City’s days as a Dutch East India Company colony, when greens were planted to save passing sailors from scurvy. As if history was folding in on itself, the Down Days had led the locals to digging out almost all the pretty flower beds to plant vegetables again.

“How about this weather, né?” said the fruit vendor while adjusting her headscarf, dotted with fat little sausage dogs. “The wind’s being a right banshee today. I can’t stand it. And have you seen the mountain? All wrapped up in its shroud. Old Van Hunks and the Devil must be smoking up a storm again.”

“Yes, auntie, they sure must be.”

Van Hunks. The name made her think of her dad, who used to tell her the myth as a bedtime story: about this pirate called Van Hunks who used to live on the slopes of Devil’s Peak back when Sick City was still called the Cape of Good Hope. Van Hunks lived for his pipe. Every day he’d sit on top of the mountain, blowing smoke rings and watching the ships sail by in the bay. One day a stranger approached him there and challenged him to a smoke-off. Van Hunks said yes, and for three days, Van Hunks and the stranger puffed without rest. Day four, they were smoking up a storm when a gust of wind blew the stranger’s hat off, revealing the grooved and twisted horns of the devil himself. A sight like this would have had many a man choking on his own black smoke. But Van Hunks wasn’t deterred. He just kept puffing. And he still is, they say.

On days when the mountain is swathed in fog, the old folk know it’s just Van Hunks and the devil, still up there, smoking. Tongues smarting, lungs burning, neither ready to admit defeat.

Some say their duel has been going on for so long that they’ve developed a strange kinship. Together they huddle, spines curved into frowns like old men’s backs tend to do, watching the empty harbor that has long since stopped sheltering ships and the bodies going about their lives below, while the smoke billows from the bowls of their pipes. Never interfering, just watching. Watching and puffing and packing their pipes on repeat.

“So what do you have for me today, sweetie?” the fruit vendor asked.

Tomorrow bent double to retrieve the bag tucked away underneath one of her brother’s plump legs. Zipped it open and retrieved five glass jars. “For your pickles.”

“What about the eggs?” the vendor asked, her brow knotting into a frown.

“Sorry. Not today. A mongoose got into my hens.”

The lines above the vendor’s threaded eyebrows smoothed out. “Not what I was hoping for. But we can work with it. Here.” Her hands reached across the table. In each cup of flesh rested one green potbellied fruit. “Take two.”

The girl scooped up each ripe avocado and placed them in the trolley next to Elliot. “Thank you. I’ll do better next time.”

The vendor smiled, one hand tugging at the hem of her glove. “You have a good day now, you hear? And cover up that poor boy, will you? Or next thing you know, he’ll be blown away with the wind.”

Tomorrow grinned, happy as a Cheshire cat that the woman had noticed the boy. Elliot was a funny kid, quiet, in his own world, easy to overlook. He tended to slip through the cracks and this worried her sometimes.

“Yes, thank you, auntie, I will. See you next week.”

“As-Salaam-Alaikum, my kind.”

“Wa-Alaikum-Salaam.”

The girl and her baby brother headed up through the garden’s old aviary, which was now a thriving chicken coop. “Cluck-cluck-cluck,” prattled the toddler, pointing a finger at the fat hens as they dug in the dirt. A loud bang cut through the air as the city’s daily med cannon fired, frightening the hens and the boy, who emitted a loud howl. Tomorrow kissed the boy on his head, gave his cheek a quick pinch. “There now, my sweets, no need to cry. Look, look! A squirrel. Let’s follow him. Come!” The boy swallowed his howls, pointed gleefully at the squirrel, and the girl pushed the trolley farther.

At the far end of the garden was the steps of the Iziko South African Museum. The old colonial edifice loomed over them like a goliath’s wedding cake. Slathers of white icing framed the yellow walls.

After the tourists had left, and the museum’s funding had dried up, the artifact-stacked rooms became an informal mass garage sale, where locals bartered for odds and ends, from toothpaste and chlorine to homemade toilet paper and fried pigeon sosaties. A year ago, the World Food Programme and other international-aid programs had used the museum as a base to distribute food, formula, and rations. But suspicion, fueled by the endless pick of crackpot and not-so-crackpot conspiracy theories that bred like rabbits in these kinds of times—that the Laughter was a plot by either the government or the nebulous “West”—had resulted in mob-led beatings and the odd sjambokking of aid workers. Many of them had since given up on the cause and left. The wall to the left of the entrance was scarred with paint from a previous protest turned violent. STOP POISONING OUR CHILDREN! DEATH TO ALL IMPERIALISTS! the bloodred-painted letters proclaimed. Next to the exclamation point, a queue was forming in front of the museum’s red medmachine. On the other side of the big brown museum doors, a government cleaner in a puffy Tyvek suit was spraying the ground with bleach.

“Come, my little penguin,” Tomorrow cooed into the trolley. The boy looked up, blew a raspberry, and went to work again, banging the coffee tin like a drum. The girl lifted him out of his metal cage, slung him across her hip, tin and all, and pulled the trolley up the stairs behind them, grunting with the effort. She fiddled around in her bag till she found the two plastic medpasses, and the two children waited patiently in the queue for their turn to get checked. Then the big brown museum doors swallowed them with a gulp.



Inside, spread out underneath the suspended ribs of a giant southern right whale skeleton, the museum was a trickle of activity. Below the leviathan’s broken umbrella of bones, a motley straggle of figures milled about between the tables strewn with things while the dead presided over proceedings from the safety of their glass coffins, their black pretend-eyes betraying nothing. The air had a chill, and the trolley bar felt cool in Tomorrow’s palm. TRY SOMETHING NEW TODAY, read the ad prattle on the bar.

The girl tugged at the beanie on her brother’s head, pulling it down to cover his ears. He gurgled at her as she pushed past a snarling taxidermied gorilla balancing on its hind legs. Someone had thought it funny to dress the poor animal in a yellow health-worker suit, complete with goggles, gloves, and mask. The new garb made the creature look more embarrassed than fierce, but the stuffed monster still left Tomorrow ill at ease.

She pushed harder; the trolley rolled faster. A funny-looking guy with a mullet squeezed past her, gripping a can of purple air freshener. What a weird thing to spend your money on. Who had the cash to spare to make sure their farts smelled nice? Why couldn’t he rather spare a rand or two for her, instead of spraying it away into the toilet bowl?

“What a cute kid.” A woman stopped to bend down and pat Elliot’s head. There was a tattoo on her wrist. A snake curling around a stick. Her bottle-red hair needed a wash.

Tomorrow gave the woman a quick nod (polite smiles were pointless now that everyone wore masks) and forged on, past cabinet after cabinet of forgotten yesterdays. Rows of frozen corpses that, although already dead much longer than she’d been alive, still seemed ready to pounce.

A family of foodists stopped her to peddle their sales pitch, which was all about eating like a monk and humming a lot in order to live into your hundreds. They were handing out little pink pamphlets and selling all sorts of weird supplements in little hand-labeled bottles, from organic bee pollen to caterpillar fungus to colostrum from preservative-free moms.

Tomorrow found the stall she was looking for squeezed in between a tall Sikh selling paraffin and a muthi stall whose youthful proprietor was singing to himself underneath a nylon clothesline strung with dried black cats, anaconda skins, herbs, hippo tails, and horse legs.

While the bug-eyed vendor gossiped with another customer—something about a mutual acquaintance who had recently gone full hermit from the paranoia, only leaving his apartment once a week to throw out the trash—she picked up a bag of sugar. Looked at the price. It wasn’t cheap. But it was her birthday and it had been ages since she’d last baked anything for the two of them. “Feast when you feast and fast when you fast,” her dad had always said when he was still around.

Decision made, she turned towards the trolley to tell Elliot about the cake and how she was going to decorate it. Red—she’d use red icing, his favorite color. Sure, it would look a bit garish, but . . .

There had been a street magician who stood on a wooden box outside their house sometimes—their old house, that was—and bartered coin tricks for whatever you had to give. He also sold Ziploc bags of Ethiopian coffee beans, which his wife would roast in a pan at her feet, then grind, steep, pour for you into a small blue cup, and sprinkle with salt. But his passion was coin tricks. She knew by the smile he tried to suppress each time a kid would gasp or their mother drop a slack-jawed chin when they gave him a rand and he turned it over in his hand, blew on his palm, and then opened it with a quick flutter of his fingers like a startled dove—and the coin was gone.

Tomorrow used to love watching him, hoping for a glimpse of the vanishing coin that would betray his act. But she never did spot it—the man was too quick.

She would think of him afterwards, when she replayed this moment in her brain. Remembered her cold shock, the optimist in her convincing herself that the empty trolley was a silly trick, a sleight of the brain. A joke. That someone must have picked Elliot up to coo at him. They’d gone for a quick walk to show him the fluffed-up rabbits curled into the corners of their cages down the aisle, but they’d bring him right back.

They would. Sure they would. Any second now.

Any.

Second.

Now.






- 5 - SANS


After Sans had given her the time, he invited the girl for a drink. She suggested this café around the corner, just down the street from his flat. A sign in the window said the place was open twenty-four hours. He made a mental note.

They sat at a table in the back. The waiter brought two beers. Sans couldn’t put a finger on it, but there was something about this chick. She was dressed kind of weirdly, with her hair tied up tightly underneath a doek, except for that one strand. He couldn’t see much of it, but what he did see, he liked.

Her lips were bare, no mask in sight. Maybe it was in her bag? Maybe she’d forgotten to put it on? Maybe he should say something? He slid his eyes underneath the table. No, she didn’t have a bag. A girl without a mask was a recipe for trouble, all right. But Sans had never been one to shy away from trouble, and he wasn’t about to start today.

The girl wasn’t much of a talker, but that was okay because it meant there was more time to drink. So he ordered another round. The speakers were slinging out some seriously sweet tunes. When the Bullitts started with “Run & Hide,” and Jay Electronica dropped that verse about the future being uncertain, with the wizard just a man inside the booth behind a curtain, he kissed her. At first, her lips pursed tight and she pulled away. Then she started kissing him right back. One thing led to another and before he could catch himself, he’d invited her up to his flat. The power was working so he put the kettle on. Waited for the click. They stood in the orange sunlit glare of his tiny kitchen. Her fingers played the wayward strand like a violin.

“Show me your hair,” he said as he passed her the cup.

“Why?” she asked.

“Just ’cause.” She put down the tea. He hoisted himself onto the cold counter with his palms and watched while her fingers fiddled with her headscarf. The strands fell. He was so stunned, he almost let go of his cup.






- 6 - LUCKY


Lucky was standing on the roof of the car, touching up the hyena’s teeth, when he got the text. He put the spray can down and slid his phone out of his pocket. It was Sans. Something had come up and he wasn’t able to make his regular drop tonight. Would Lucky pretty please help a brother out? Lucky sure would. The drop in question was a big deal—think a shitload of ponies and then some. Strange, though—it wasn’t like his boss to ask for help. Maybe it meant the guy really trusted him. Trust was lit. Trust meant more work and more work meant more cash for spray cans—his next piece was already forming in his mind, a big fat pigeon smoking a big fat blunt. He’d paint it on the bleach-white walls of that ugly-ass Sanitation Church in Long Street. A risk, sure, but so damn totally worth it. Those white-robed crazies with their scrubbed-raw hands wouldn’t know what the hell had hit them.






- 7 - FAITH


Speak of the devil. The thud of the passenger door broke Faith’s spell. Ash climbed into the seat, one hand holding a can in a dubious shade of purple.

“Lavender. You know I hate lavender.”

“Take it or leave it. They were all out of that pine-cone stuff you like. Besides, do you know how expensive this stuff is these days? Daylight robbery, man! We’re talking almost half my rent!”

“Since when have you ever paid rent?”

Ash shrugged. Faith grabbed the air freshener out of his hands and started shaking it. “You read today’s Truth?” she said, pressing the nozzle and changing the topic.

“No,” coughed Ash, pulling his T-shirt over his mouth. “Why?”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” she said, rolling her eyes. “New rumor is it’s the Yanks’ fault that we’re dying all over the place.”

“The Yanks? Last time it was the Russians. Before that, the story was that it was those guys, the Mallemaians, who wanted to cleanse the Rainbow Nation—wash all the colors out.”

“No. That’s yesterday’s news. New word on the street is that it’s the Yanks. That they shipped the Laughter in through vaccine drives. Said it was vaccines for polio and measles they were giving us—for free, from the goodness of their big red-white-and-blue hearts—but that was just a cover-up. ’Cause it’s way cheaper and quicker to stick their needles into us way down here in Africa than into rats or monkeys in their fancy labs—which could take years of testing and jumping through legal hoops. If the vaccines worked, these big pharma snakes could go into production much faster and make fat wads of cash by selling them to the US military. The plan, they say, was to use them on soldiers who would go into war zones and spread the Laughter. All the while being vaccinated against it themselves. Pretty clever, right? Wouldn’t be surprised if our own government was in on it, too—giving those in power the opportunity to cordon off Sick City and invoke martial law.”

“Don’t know,” said Ash. “Sounds a bit out there to me. Pandemics happen. They’ve always happened. Nature is cruel. Don’t know why people always feel the need to blame someone for them.” He pulled his T-shirt down a notch. “Truth be told, I liked your ergot poisoning theory best. Good old Saint Anthony’s fire. Caught from ingesting ergot-infested grain. Made sense, sounded kind of logical, fit most of the symptoms, except for the viral part. No nefarious fairy-tale villains in sight. Besides, I’ve never liked rye bread anyway. Yuck.”

“Ha, ha. Tease me all you want,” she said, turning the key in the ignition. “I mean, who knows what the truth really is. But I’ll tell you one thing—no way I’m reporting it if I ever fall sick. Not me. I’d rather go on the run. The stories you hear about the things that happen in those quarantine holes . . . No, I don’t trust the system one bit. Not anymore.”

“Please. Are you even hearing yourself, woman? Last time I checked, we—me and you—we are the system. And all this paranoia and fear-mongering only make our job, and the job of every single poor damn health worker in this city—who are putting their lives on the line to help everyone, I might add—harder!”

She was about to protest when someone knocked on Ash’s window. The window was fogged up from the cold and still covered in egg from this morning. As Ash wiped at the dirty, eggy glass, it made her think of those little yellow lotto scratch cards. When had she last seen one of those? But his rubbing didn’t reveal any cherries, dollars, or treasure chests, just a bleary-eyed uniform stroking his stubble, holding a fat rubber baton with which he was doing all that bloody knocking.

Ash rolled down the window. “Morning, Officer.”

“Morning,” said the uniform. “Can I see your medpasses, please?”

“Sure,” said Ash, who never missed a beat. Just stuck his hand into the glove compartment, scrabbled around, then handed his pass over through the open window.

Faith searched her pants pockets for her own plastic card. A familiar panic flooded her body like muscle memory, slowing down her limbs, folding her fingers into invisible knots. Breathe, don’t laugh, breathe. It’s here somewhere. It has to be . . .

There. Found it. “Here you go, Officer,” she said, stretching across Ash, swallowing down the nervous giggles, trying her best to keep her face blank.

The uniform twisted his brow into a frown and studied the pair of plastic rectangles. He swiped both cards through the box he wore on his belt and waited for the strip at the top of the screen to do its thing.

“Everything hunky-dory over there, Officer?” said Ash, all clownish and chipper, like the whole scene was one fat joke. But Faith had known him long enough to read behind his cool veneer. The kid had a tell, a habit of using ridiculous phrases like “hunky-dory” when he was on edge. Inside Ash’s head, she knew, his brain was sweating buckets. Just like hers.

The uniform’s brow relaxed. Black gloves passed the plastic passes back through the window. “Have a nice day.”

It was over.

Another med check ticked off.

Another day still in the clear.






- 8 - TOMORROW


Tomorrow’s eyes scanned the stalls; her neck jerked left, right.

She spun around like a top.

Nothing.

A mistake.

It had to be.

Just a mistake.

“My brother. Did you see him?” The sugar vendor was too busy gossiping to hear her.

The room seemed to be swelling, the colors swimming together like wet paint. Surely there hadn’t been this many people here before? Where did they all come from? So many faces. All blank.

She started counting to calm herself. Just like her dad had taught her. One, two, three . . .

This wasn’t real. Wasn’t happening.

Four, five . . .

Her skull felt electric. Like she was swimming in a packet of popping candy.

Six, seven . . .

Her chest a voodoo doll—something there stabbed, stabbed, stabbed. Wasn’t she too young to have a heart attack?

Eight, nine . . .

Her legs. She noticed they were running. Running on autopilot.

Ten.

“Hey!” shouted the vendor, noticing her at last. But Tomorrow’s ears were tuned to another frequency.

Rounding a corner, she tripped over a black pug. The little dog yelped and its owner yelled at her, but she didn’t look back. Her legs were the only part of her body that seemed to be working right. So she kept running. Room after room. Underneath dangling skeletons. Past giant squids and strange nameless creatures with dead eyes made of glass. She kept running. Kept running. Didn’t dare think.

When she couldn’t find Elliot between the stalls, she headed towards the door. The broken EXIT sign had long since lost its glow, but the letters still led the way and all she could do was follow.

As she reached the threshold, a hand grabbed her shirt from behind.

“Gotcha!” The hand’s owner was wearing a red beret, a basketball shirt, and a pair of dirty Nikes. The other hand held a chain that was, quite disturbingly, attached to a very alive, mercifully muzzled hyena.

“Hey! Watch it!” she started, then registered her fingers still clutching the sugar. “No. No. It’s not what you think! I mean, I wasn’t stealing. I . . . My brother . . . he’s gone.”

The security guard bent down, put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Okay, okay, slow down. Try to breathe. Tell me what the problem is.”

He tugged at the chain in his fist and the hyena bared its teeth.

Tomorrow’s whole body recoiled.

“Don’t mind Jamis. He only bites on command. So if you tell the truth, everything will turn out just fine. But if you lie, Jamis won’t be smiling so nicely anymore.”

The girl batted at the wayward curls hijacking her eyes. She knew it would be useless to run. So she forced her voice to be as steady as possible. “My brother. He was in the trolley. He’s only a baby. Someone—someone must have taken him. Please.”

The security guard’s face softened. He held out his hand for the sugar and she gave it to him. “Let’s return this and then we can go to the control room. They still have some cameras there. We can see if we can find something on the security feeds. If you’re lying to me, I’ll be able to see that on there, too. Come, Jamis.”

Inside the small room it smelled like incense and stale smoke. The guard, who said his name was Ateri, replayed the footage on a black-and-white screen while the hyena lay on the cement floor, its head resting on its inwardly folded paws. The angle of the camera was wrong, so they couldn’t make out much, but it did show a woman with long hair hovering near Tomorrow’s trolley, then her body, or the back of it, making its way to the door. The woman kind of maybe looked like the same one who’d patted Elliot’s head earlier, but Tomorrow couldn’t be sure.

“So what now?” she asked the security guard, her voice small.

“We call the police. Don’t know what good that will do, but I can get fired if I don’t follow the rules.”

Tomorrow’s body crumpled inwards like a crushed paper cup. She could feel the guard watching her. “Your parents. Where are they?” he asked.

She kept her eyes on the floor.

“Relax,” the guard tried again. “I’m not the Veeps. I just work here. You don’t have to be afraid of me. I’m trying to help.”

Of course you’d say that, the girl thought. But she kept her mouth shut.

“They’re dea—I mean, succumbed? Your mother and father?”

Her mouth stayed shut, but her eyes looked up. Kind eyes, she thought to herself. He had kind eyes. That had to count for something, right?

“I’ve lost some, too,” the guard said, taking the eye contact as confirmation. “I know what it’s like.”

“I . . . I’m all he’s got.”

“When did it happen? Your parents. When did they succumb?”

“Three months ago. But we’re doing really well, we are. I had . . . I have a job. I’m taking care of my brother just fine. We don’t need anyone.”

The guard leaned over, touched her shoulder. “Listen, I get it. I don’t trust the men upstairs, either. Who does? I mean, I’ve heard about those new state-run orphanages, too, putting kids into abandoned buildings like pilchards and throwing away the key. Not enough staff, not enough food to go around—sure doesn’t sound like somewhere I’d want my girl locked up. But we have to phone the police. Besides, maybe those dogs can tug on their government leashes and do something good for a change, find him.”

The hyena licked his stubby paws.

“I could leave, before they arrive. You could tell them everything.”

“But how would they contact you if they found him?”

The room was quiet for a while. Jamis sighed and rolled onto his side.

“Hey, what if I had a guardian?”

“Sure, but how—”

Tomorrow shot up from the chair. The thin plastic legs buckled under the force of the sudden movement. It toppled over and clattered onto the floor, causing Jamis to sit up and giggle. The sound made her throat clog up and her runaway heart lose the plot. It was the sound of death itself. But she tried her best to brush the fear away. “Can you give me fifteen minutes?” she asked.

Outside in the street she found a car guard leaning against the wall. “Hey, brother, you haven’t seen anyone come past with a kid in their arms in the last while, have you?”

“Don’t think so, girly. It’s been quiet all morning. Why?”

“Slow day?”

“Jissis. You have no idea,” said the car guard. “What with the fuel shortages, the price of petrol, and everyone dying all over the place, it’s like no one drives anymore. Look at these wrecks.”

“Tell me about it.”

“My motjie says I’m being an idiot, that I should hang up my yellow vest and go into the blood-hawking business. But I’ve never had a head for sales, you know, and I’ve been working this same corner for ten years now. It’s my life. Other guys just do it for the cash, but I’ve come to love this spot. And I’m good at it. Jirre, I’ve got a smile like the grille of a newly polished Ferrari, makes the customers feel all nice and happy. And my eyes, they’re like a hawk’s. I can spot a screwdriver or a crowbar from here to Grassy Park. It’s a calling. The yellow vest is my life. You can’t give up a calling like that just because business is drying up. No. You lift up your chin and keep at it. So I stand here, come rain or shine or this blerrie mal wind. When money gets short, I grease my lungs with some karate water and I bring on the Pavarotti for small change. But I keep standing here. Seven days a week. Stand here and they will come. That’s what I always say to myself. Stand here and they will come.”

“I feel for you. These are dark days for sure. Hey, maybe I can help. Want to make some easy money? All you have to do is pretend to be my dad for a while.”

Briefing the car guard, whose name was Johannes, took less than fifteen minutes. Tomorrow didn’t want to waste any more time—Elliot could be halfway across the city by now.



She got back to the room with Johannes in tow. Ateri was drinking the last dregs of a Coke, slurping at the straw, while the hyena lay on the floor, watching cartoons on an ancient iPad.

“You can call the cops now,” she said.

They sat. They waited. Watched TV with the mottled beast. Johannes was starting to get antsy.

“Think about the extra cash,” the girl reminded him. “You’ve already waited this long. Don’t say no to some extra change in your pocket now. You told me yourself the pickings are slim and you need the money. Besides, this is such an easy way to make it.”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to get into trouble.”

“It’s just a bit of acting. It’s not against the law. Did Idris Elba get thrown in jail for kicking butt in that new Star Wars flick? No, he didn’t. He got paid lots of dollars, didn’t he?”

“It’s not quite the same bag of chips, is it? This is Sick City. Not some galaxy far, far away.”

“Sure it is. Sure it is. Hey, just stay a few minutes longer. Please. I’ll make it worth your while. Promise.”

So Johannes stayed. And three whole hours later, the cops came. Well, one of them anyway. A cutout cliché of a cop with a broom of a moustache that poked out above his government-issue mask, the space between his eyebrows lined with several thick exclamation marks. The moustache looked pretty freaked to see a hyena in the room. But he tried to keep cool.

There were only two chairs in the tiny office, and Tomorrow and Johannes were sitting on them, so the moustache took a seat on the edge of the desk that was farthest from Jamis while the hulking security guard leaned against the wall.

“Terrible weather we’re having today,” said the moustache.

“Sure,” said the security guard. “The wind’s being a real howler.”

Neither Tomorrow nor Johannes said anything. The car guard was sweating with stage fright. He looked like he was about to pass out. The hyena kept his eyes on the ancient iPad.

“So, Mr. Pretorius . . .”

Tomorrow squeezed Johannes’s hand in what she hoped was encouragement. She needed this guy to stay calm. Play his part. Elliot was out there, scared, alone.

She and Elliot had been glued at the hip since their mother succumbed. This was the longest they’d been apart, ever, and her whole body was aching for him.

“Mr. Pretorius,” the moustache tried again. “I was asking you a question.”

“Huh?”

“My dad’s hard of hearing. Lost his hearing in one eardrum during a march pre-1994. One of the boere fired a gun too close to his ear. Been a bit deaf since.” Her real dad’s story—she’d read somewhere that the best way to lie was by telling half-truths.

“I see. And where is your wife today, Mr. Pretorius?”

“Uh, she—”

“What does it matter? We have to find Elliot. My baby brother is God knows where with whomever doing God knows whatever to him and we are standing here chatting about the weather.”

“Yes, yes, miss. I understand your concern, but this is procedure. We have to follow procedure, you see, and—”

For the first time in her life, Tomorrow felt like punching someone. “Look around you, dammit! She’s dead. His wife’s dead. Like everyone else in this stupid city.”

The moustache kept his eyes on Johannes like Tomorrow was invisible, a ghost. “Your son. What is his name again?”

“Andre. His name’s Andre.”

“Elliot,” Tomorrow corrected him. “Elliot Pretorius. Andre is his nickname.”

“That’s an odd nickname, isn’t it?”

At his post against the wall, the security guard shifted uncomfortably. “How about this weather?” he said. But no one heard him.

“So what?” said Tomorrow. “What if it’s an odd nickname? What’s it to you?”

Moustache crossed his legs. The trickle above his brows deepened into a raging river. “Miss, would you mind giving your dad and me some time to chat without interrupting? This is a conversation for grown-ups.”

Tomorrow’s eyes spat fire.

“So, Mr. Pretorius,” the moustache continued, “where were you when your son was allegedly taken?”

“Allegedly? What do you mean allegedly?” said Tomorrow.

Moustache didn’t bat a lid. Just kept his eyes glued on fake dad’s.

“I was outside,” said fake dad.

“He was waiting for me,” said Tomorrow. “He doesn’t like to shop. Crowds make him claustrophobic.”

“Mr. Pretorius?”

“What she said.”

“I see,” said the moustache and scribbled something in his notebook. “So why didn’t you see the woman exiting the building, then?”

“I—”

“Where were you standing exactly, Mr. Pretorius?”

“He was in the street. He was waiting for us outside on the pavement in Victoria Street.”

“Ah. So the alleged suspect fled along Government Avenue.”

“Not necessarily. My dad, he’s not very observant. He daydreams. They could have walked right past him and he wouldn’t have noticed a thing.”

The exclamation marks on the cop’s brow deepened.

“I see. Anything else? Do you have a description of the woman?”

“She had red hair, I think,” said Tomorrow. “Bright bottle red.”

“You think?”

“No . . . I know. I’m sure of it. She had bright red hair. Yes.” The woman from the footage has to be the same woman who bent down to coo at Elliot. They looked so alike. Yes. She was almost, just about, a hundred percent sure of it.

“We have some security footage of the incident, but it doesn’t reveal much. I can show it to you if you like,” said the security guard.

“That would be great, thanks. But let’s wait until after my interview with Mr. Pretorius. Anything else?”

No one in the room that smelt of sweat now said anything. Johannes kept his eyes on the ground.

“Well, we’ll need a recent photo,” said the moustache.

“I have one on my phone. I can forward it to you.” Tomorrow saw her brother’s brown curls in her mind’s eye, phantom-felt his cheek resting against her collarbone. It took everything she had not to bawl.

“And a contact number.”

“Here, you can have mine. Johannes, I mean Dad, works during the day. It’s better if you phone me.”

“I see. And what line of work are you in, Mr. Pretorius?”

“Why is that important?” said Tomorrow.

“Well, it is possible that the kidnapping could have been related to your line of business, Mr. Pretorius.”

She threw her hands up, clenched them, shook them like they were crawling with bugs. This was hopeless. The cop was an idiot.

“We can’t exclude any leads at this stage,” the moustache tried again. “So please, what do you do?”

“This is a waste of time. You’re wasting time.” She was ready to pounce now. Ready to tear that thick, fat moustache right off his fat face. The hyena lifted his chin, glared at the cop, gave a snigger. Moustache tried to act cool, but his hands were trembling.

“Calm down, daughter of mine. The man’s only trying to do his job,” said Johannes, falling into his role at last. “I’m a car guard, sir. Surely there isn’t a connection?”

“Probably not,” said the moustache. “But you can never be sure.”

“Of course. Any other questions, sir?”

“Not at this time.”

“When do you think you’ll have something? Find Elliot?” Tomorrow tried her best to keep her voice calm. Feign some respect.

Moustache didn’t look at her. Kept his eyes on her fake dad as he spoke. “Well, we’re understaffed at the moment, as you well know. And kidnapping isn’t a priority matter anymore. As you might understand, a healthy city is paramount in the current political climate, and catching defectors takes up most of our resources at present. But we’ll do our best.”

“Your best? Your best!” She was readying to pounce again, but the car guard jumped the gun.

“Thank you. Please excuse my meisiekind. We appreciate all your help.”



When the moustache was done, and her fake dad had been given a talking-to, Tomorrow found the bathroom, entered the cubicle, and vomited. She had paid Johannes with her mother’s wedding ring. He wasn’t too happy about it—he was expecting cash. But it was real gold and she was sure that he could pawn it somewhere.

Her stomach empty, she slid down onto the floor, legs hugging her chin. She was trying, she really was, but she couldn’t keep up the act anymore. Be strong, she told herself. Don’t be a baby, don’t break down now. Don’t . . .






- 9 - SANS


She was lying on his bed, her virgin hair slung across the pillow, the tips plunging off the edge of the bed like a thousand tiny anchors. Sans couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Hair of this quality, color, and length was the stuff of fairy tales. Thick, strong strands that cascaded down to her hips and seemed to change color—from black to blue to indigo, purple, gray, and back to black. He watched, mesmerized, each unicorn strand worth a rand—a new phone or a pair of sneakers. He had a rule about not eating where you’re sleeping, but he’d never been more tempted to break it. His fingers were aching for a cut.

He was sitting there, pondering the gleaming glory all spread out on his pillow, limp and vulnerable, when the city’s daily med cannon rang through the corridors, announcing the time at 12:00 p.m. sharp. In the old days, pre-Laughter, the city’s big noon kaboom was nothing more than a cute colonial curio from a time when cannons were used to signal the time to the ships in the bay. Now it was a signal of a different kind. Sans headed into the hallway where a few other residents were already lined up, thumbs at the ready in front of the red machine.

When the Down Days first came knocking, the government relied on cell phone apps for med screenings. But the apps were too easily hacked, generators were in short supply, and daily load-shedding meant the average guy on the street’s phone was always out of juice. So these clunky machines—dubbed postboxes by their users—popped up all over the city.

Two heads in front of Sans, a mother was consoling her crying kid, who was begging her to let him skip his check.

“I’m sorry, little bear,” she said. “But we have to. You know we do.”

“But what if the siren goes off and they come and cart me off to that place where they took Uncle Alfred and I never see you again?” His mother bent down and hugged him to her breast as the boy’s sobs grew louder, his whole body shaking with the force of his fear.

“It’s going to be okay,” cooed his mother. “I promise. Look, do you have your thermometer with you? It’s in your pocket, right? Take it out.”

The boy did as he was told. “Let’s take your temp, quick. If it’s all fine, we’ll know it’s safe to stick your pass in the slot.”

Sans waited for the trembling kid to take his turn. When his own turn came, he slid his medpass into the slot.

There was a low hum and a thin ray of light washed over his body. “Body temperature scan slightly elevated. Please continue to level two.”

Shit. That wasn’t good.

Trying to stay calm, he stuck his thumb into the oval hole at the top of the postbox, and waited for the familiar sting. A high-pitched ping followed. Sans pulled out his thumb and stuck it into his mouth to suck away the blood. “DNA scan complete. Congratulations. White blood count acceptable. Please proceed,” whined the uptight voice from inside the yellow box. He rolled up his sleeve and stuck his arm into the slot. Pressed a button and waited for the needle to do its thing.
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