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June 21, 2023

Naming Rights

‘Look at me,’ Cole says. ‘Hey.’ Checking Miles’s pupils, which are still huge. Shock and fear and the drugs working their way out of his system. Scrambling to remember her first-aid training. Checklist as life-buoy. He’s able to focus, to speak without slurring. He was groggy in the car, getting away. But soon he’ll be capable of asking difficult questions she is not ready to answer. About the blood on her shirt, for example.

‘Hey,’ she says again, keeping her voice as even as she can. But she’s shaky too, with the comedown of adrenaline. Seeing Billie hauling his body like a broken punching-bag, thinking he was dead. But he’s not. He’s alive. Her son is alive, and she needs to hold it together. ‘It’s going to be all right,’ she says. ‘I love you.’

‘Love you too,’ he manages. An automatic call and response, like an invocation in church. Except their cathedral is an abandoned gas station restroom, where the rows of empty stalls gape like broken teeth in the pre-dawn light, toilet seats long since wrenched off by vandals.

Miles is still shaking, his thin arms wrapped around his ribcage, shoulders hunched, teeth clicking like castanets, and his eyes keep jerking back to the door, which has been kicked in before this, judging by the scuffs and dents in the plywood. She, too, is expecting that door to bust open. It feels inevitable that they’ll be found and dragged back. She’ll be arrested. Miles will be taken away. In America, they steal kids from their parents. This was true even before all this.

In the shards of mirror, her skin tone is gray. She looks terrible. She looks old. Worse, she looks scared. She doesn’t want him to see that. Maybe that’s what superheroes are concealing behind the masks, not their secret identities, but the fact that they’re scared shitless.

The glassy blue tiles above the sink are broken into mosaic, the pipe half-wrenched from its mooring. But when she opens the faucet, it creaks and groans and water sputters out.

This is not blind luck. She spotted the water tank on the roof of the looted gas station store before she slid the car round the back and under the tattered shade cloth. Devon was always the organizer in the family, the planner, but she has learned to live thirty seconds ahead of wherever they are, calculating all the possible trajectories. It’s exhausting. ‘Live in the moment’ was always a philosophy of luxury. And damn you, Devon, Cole thinks, for dying with the rest and leaving me to do this on my own.

Two years later and you’re still mad, boo?

She still hears her dead husband’s teasing voice in her head. Her own homemade haunting. Lot of that going round these days.

Better hope your sister doesn’t join the ghost chorus.

She splashes her face to banish the thought of Billie, the sickening sound of metal against bone. The cold water is a shock. The good kind. Clarifying. She can feel all the guilt in the world later. Once they’re out of here. Once they’re safe. She peels off her bloody shirt, stuffs it into one of the sanitary bins. It’s seen worse gore than this.

The mirror is a fragment of its former self, and in the reflection, the light glancing off the tiles makes her son’s skin look beige. Coffee with too much cream. What did Billie give him? Benzos? Sleeping pills? She wishes she knew. She hopes the drugs were the kind that induce amnesia, like wiping an Etch-a-Sketch clean.

She rubs his back to warm him up, calm him down, both of them needing human contact. She knows him so well. The dent of his MMR vaccination, the white twist of a scar that runs up from his elbow, from when he broke his arm falling off the top bunk, the movie-star notch on his chin, which he gets from her dad (rest in peace, old man, she thinks on autopilot, because she didn’t get to say goodbye). And somewhere deep inside Miles, the errant genes the virus couldn’t latch onto.

One in a million. No, that’s not right. One of the million left in America. The rest of the world has more than that, but barely. Less than a one per cent survival rate. Which makes all this so dangerous, so stupid. Like she had another choice.

Holy living boys, Batman. Gotta catch ’em all. And keep ’em, forever and ever. Future security, the Male Protection Act, for their own good, they keep telling her. Always for their own good. God, she’s so fucked.

‘Okay,’ she says, trying to be cheerful, the resolve like lead in her gut. ‘Let’s get you into clean clothes.’

Cole digs through the black sports bag that was in the trunk of their getaway car, along with water, a jerry can of gasoline – all your basic fugitive essentials – and pulls out a clean sweatshirt for her, and for him, a dusky pink long-sleeved tee with a faded palm tree overlaid with bedazzled studs, skinny jeans with too many zips, and a handful of sparkly barrettes. What are little girls made of? Unicorns and kittens and all things that glitter.

‘I can’t wear that,’ Miles rouses to protest. ‘No way, Mom!’

‘Buddy, I’m not fooling.’ She was always bad cop in the family, setting rules and boundaries as if parenting wasn’t the worst game of improv ever. ‘Pretend it’s trick or treat,’ she says, pinning the barrettes into his afro curls. She remembers the workshop she dutifully attended when he was a toddler – White Moms: Black Hair.

‘I’m too old for that.’

Is he? He’s only eleven, no, twelve, she corrects herself. Almost thirteen. Next month. Can it have been that long since the end of the world? Time dilates and blurs.

‘Acting, then. Or con artists.’

‘Con artists – that’s cool,’ he concedes. She takes a step back, evaluates the look. The slogan picked out in pink glitter over the faded palm tree design reads ‘It’s How We Do’ and ‘California’. Except the W has come off so it reads ‘ho’ instead of ‘how’, or maybe that was intentional, even in the twelve- to fourteen-year-old section. The slim-fit jeans make his legs look even more gangly than usual. He’s shot up, that gawky phase of being all limbs. When did that happen?

She checks Devon’s watch, too big on her wrist and hard to read the numbers between the constellations engraved on the face. An astronomical anniversary gift. Engraved on the back: ‘all the time in the universe with you’, except that turned out to be a big fat lie.

I mean, I would have preferred not to die horribly of man plague. Just saying.

Focus. The numerals. Six oh three in the morning. Forty-eight minutes since she found Billie hauling Miles, his slumped body, into the back of the Lada. Forty-eight minutes since she picked up the tyre iron.

Don’t think about it.

Yeah, okay, Dev. Ain’t nobody got time for that.

The SUV was exactly where it was supposed to be, in the parking lot of the nearby deserted mall, where their abandoned getaway car would blend in with all the other forlorn vehicles. She and Billie had gone over the plan again and again. She was so impressed by her sister’s foresight, the attention to detail. Bust out, switch cars, drive to San Francisco. The keys were under the hubcap, gas tank filled, supplies in a lock box under the back seat: water, change of clothing, first-aid kit.

Cole did it all on auto-pilot, wired and dumb with terror, covered in blood. Except she drove the SUV in the opposite direction to the one they’d planned, away from the coast and Billie’s rich benefactors who had set up the whole thing, inland, towards the desert. The route less traveled, less obvious, less likely to lead them straight into a waiting roadblock and women with machine guns.

Racking up the felony charges over here. They’ll take him away from her – for good this time – arrest her, throw away the key, or worse. Is the death penalty a thing again in the current climate, what with the Reprohibition Accord to preserve life? Reckless endangerment of a male citizen is probably the worst crime. Worse even than what happened with Billie back there. Forty-eight, no, forty-nine minutes ago. She was so angry, so scared.

I never liked that sister of yours.

‘Mom?’ Miles says in the smallest voice, reeling her back from the memory, from going full panic stations.

‘Sorry, tiger. I got lost there for a moment.’ She holds his shoulders, admires his reflection. Tries to smile. ‘Looking good.’

‘Really?’ Sarcasm is healthy. Higher functioning. Not brain-damaged.

‘You don’t have to like it. But this is who you have to be right now. You’re Mila.’

He flutters his thick eyelashes, purses his lips at the mirror. The duckface of contempt. ‘Mila.’ She should get mascara, Cole thinks, distracted. Add it to the list. Food, money, gas, shelter, probably another car, keep switching them up, and then they can hit up the local Sephora for all the girly cosmetics a boy in drag could require.

‘Wash your hands; you don’t want to get sick.’

‘I’m immune, remember?’

‘Tell that to all the other viruses out there. Wash your hands, tiger.’

When she cracks open the dented door to the outside world, there are no drones, no choppers, no sirens, no women in Kevlar with semi-automatics surrounding the perimeter. They haven’t found them – yet – and the SUV is still parked where she left it, under the shade cloth, ready to go.

‘All clear.’ She hustles him towards the car. Sorry, her. Get it right. She can’t afford to make a mistake. Any more mistakes.

Miles clambers into the vehicle obediently. She’s so grateful that he’s going with the flow, not asking questions (yet), because she’ll break if he does.

‘You should lie down,’ Cole says. ‘They’ll be looking for two people.’

‘But where are we going, Mom?’

‘Home.’ The idea is ridiculous. Thousands of miles, whole oceans and now multiple felonies between them and ever seeing Johannesburg again. ‘But we gotta lay low in the meantime.’ She says it for her own benefit as much as his. Hers.

‘On the run. Like outlaws,’ her daughter says, trying to rally.

‘Even better than con-artists! Cowgirl Cole and Mila the Kid.’

‘Isn’t it “Billie the Kid”? Won’t she be mad I took her name?’

‘You’re holding on to it till she catches up to us. Think of it as joint custody.’

‘That’s not how names work.’

‘Hey, last I checked, end of the world means normal rules don’t apply.’ Levity as defense mechanism: discuss.

‘Mom, where is Billie? I don’t remember what happened.’

Shit.

‘She got in a fight with one of the guards when we were leaving.’ Too glib. She can’t look at him. Sorry, her. ‘That’s why my shirt was messed up. But don’t worry! She’s fine. She’s going to catch up with us, okay?’

‘Okay,’ Mila says, frowning. And it’s not. Not really. But it’s what they’ve got.

They peel away from the gas station. The sky over Napa is a pastel blue with dry paintbrush swipes of cloud over vineyards run wild. Pale fields of grass twitch and shiver in the wind. These things make the fact of a murder distant and unseemly. Beauty allows for plausible deniability. Maybe that’s beauty’s entire function in the world, Cole thinks, that you can blind yourself with it.




Vanishing Point

A city skyline is visible through a haze of heat in the distance like a mirage in the desert, promising junk food, a bed, maybe even TV – if all that still exists, Miles thinks. The roads are coated with bright yellow sand and scored with at least one set of tyre tracks, so someone must have been through here before them, and they’re not the Last People Left On Earth, and they didn’t make The Worst Terrible Mistake leaving the safety of Ataraxia, even if it was like being in the fanciest prison in the world. #bunkerlife. It was definitely better than the army base, though.

‘The sand looks like gold dust, doesn’t it?’ Mom says, with her on-off telepathy. ‘We could pile it up and swim around in it and throw it over our heads.’

‘Uh-huh.’ He’s tired of being on the run already, and it hasn’t even been one day. His stomach clenches, although maybe that’s from hunger. He needs to get over his absolute hatred of raisins and eat the snack bars in the kit Billie put together for them. His mind does a record scratch on his aunt’s name …

There’s a thickness in his head he can’t shake, trying to piece together what happened last night, how they got here. He has to wade through his thoughts like Atreyu and Artax in The Neverending Story, sinking deeper into the swamp with every step. The fight with Billie. He’d never seen Mom so angry. They were fighting about him, because of what Billie said, her big idea, and he flushes with shame and disgust all over again. So gross. And then: nothing. He fell asleep on the couch, wearing headphones, and then Mom was driving like a maniac and crying and all the blood on her T-shirt and a dark stripe across her cheek, and now they’re here. It’s probably fine. Mom said it was fine. And she’ll tell him all the details, when she’s ready, she said. When they’re safe. Keep trudging through the swamp, he thinks. Don’t drown here.

He stares out the window, at a field of hand-made crosses, hundreds and hundreds of them, painted in all different colours. More memorials to the dead, like the Memory Tree at Joint Base Lewis-McChord, where everyone could put up photos of their dead dads and sons and brothers and uncles and cousins and friends who had died of HCV. Miles hated that stupid tree, him and his sorta-sometimes-kinda friend Jonas, the only other kid his age at the army base.

A pale square against the sky resolves itself into a faded billboard as they get closer, featuring a silver-haired guy and a blonde lady wearing golf shirts and staring out across the desert with devout joy, like Moses and Lady Moses, looking towards the promised land, except someone has scrawled all over the man’s face, X-ed out his eyes, put scratchy lines over his mouth, like a skull or stitches. But why would you stitch up someone’s mouth, unless you were making shrunken heads? The image is letter-boxed with bold type: ‘Eagle Creek: Where Living Your Best Life is Par for the Course!’ and ‘Hurry! Phase Four Now Selling. Don’t Miss Out!’

Don’t miss out, Miles mouths to himself, because that’s how advertising works, and it’s got into Mom’s head too, because when they come up to the sign two miles down the way, the one that reads ‘Eagle Creek: Now On Show!’, she takes the turn.

‘We’re going to check this out. Hole up for the rest of the day.’

‘But the city’s right there!’ he protests.

‘We’re not ready for civilization yet. We don’t know what’s out there. It could have been annexed by a colony of cannibal bikers who want to turn us into tasty, tasty human bacon.’

‘Mom, shut up.’

‘Okay, sorry. There are no cannibal bikers. I promise. I need to rest for a bit. And I want you to have time to practise being a girl.’

‘How hard can it be?’

‘Hey, sometimes I don’t know how to be a girl.’

‘That’s because you’re a woman.’

‘Fair enough, but I don’t know that either, or how to adult. We’re all faking it, tiger.’

‘That’s not exactly reassuring.’

‘I know. But I’m trying.’

‘Yeah. Very trying!’ It’s a relief to fall back on their old routine of witty banter and snappy comebacks. It means not having to talk about The Other Stuff.

‘Hilaire, mon fils.’

‘I think you mean fille.’ He knows this much from six months of studying French at the school in California, which he sucked at, because back home in Joburg they did Zulu at school, not stupid French.

‘Yeah, of course. Thank you for the correction, Captain Sasspants.’

The arch above the boom gate to Eagle Creek has two concrete eagles perched on either side with their wings spread, ready to take flight. But the raptor on the left has been decapitated somewhere along the way, like a warning. Beware! Turn back! Phase Four now selling! Don’t miss out! Don’t lose your head!

Past the gates, a giant excavation pit with barriers and a digger halfway up a mound of gray dirt with its claw half-full (or half-empty) with the same yellow dust, like the guy operating it up and walked away, or died right there in the driver’s seat, and his skeleton is still sitting in the cab, with his hand on the lever and the job forever unfinished. And yeah, okay, there are completed townhouses, all alike, high up on the hill, and half-finished ones with ripped and flapping canvas in the rows in front, but the whole place gives him the effing creeps.

‘It’s abandoned,’ Miles says. ‘It isn’t safe.’

‘Better than inhabited. And maybe there are supplies here that haven’t been picked over because that’s exactly what everyone else thought.’

‘Okay, but what if there are actual cannibal bikers here?’ He tries to keep it light, but he’s thinking: or crazy preppers, or sick people, or desperate people, or people who would hurt them without meaning to because sometimes that’s the way things play out – or people who want to hurt them, because they can.

‘Nah. No tracks. Ergo, no cannibal biker ladies.’

‘But the wind is so bad, this sand could be piled up from yesterday.’

‘Then it will blow over our tracks too.’ She climbs out of the car, leaving the engine running, and goes to heft up the security boom.

‘Give me a hand here?’ she shouts, and he reaches over to turn off the ignition because it’s irresponsible to leave it running, then clambers out to help her. But as he’s trying to help her lift it, something hisses and clicks nearby. His first thought is rattlesnake, because that’s a thing out here in the desert, and wouldn’t that be perfectly their luck, to get this far and die of snakebite? But it’s only the automatic sprinklers, popping their heads up and going click-click-click, dry over the dust where the lawn was supposed to be.

‘Means the electricity is still up and running. Solar panels, look. Guess they were going for an “eco-friendly” golf estate. Which is not a thing, by the way. Oxymoron.’

‘But there’s no water.’

‘We’ve got a couple of gallons in the car. We’re fine. We’re safe; we have everything we need, especially each other. Okay?’

Miles pulls a face at the cheesiness of it all, but he’s thinking about how he shouldn’t have turned off the car, because what if they can’t get it started again? The door to the security booth is locked and it’s a relief, because now they will have to go somewhere else. Like, the city maybe? Or back to Ataraxia and his friends – well, friend. Singular. Ella at Ataraxia, Jonas at the army base.

They could just go back and explain what happened. (What did happen?) He’s sure the Department of Men people will understand. Always saying how special he is, how they all are – the immune. Jonas said they could do whatever they wanted. Get away with murder. That’s why his friend was such a jerk-face to the guards.

It wasn’t murder, was it? Did Billie and Mom kill one of the guards? He can’t stand the not knowing. But he can’t bear to ask. It’s like one of those old-school sea-mines from World War II bobbing between them, full of spikes and waiting to blow if either of them brushes up against it. Don’t ask, he thinks.

Mom has managed to wedge the window of the security booth open and she wiggles her arm through and jabs the button to open the boom. She gets back in the car, drives them through and closes it again behind them, sweeping her jacket over their tracks in a perfunctory way.

‘There,’ she says, as if that boom is going to protect them from whoever might come looking, like they couldn’t just reach in through the gap in the window the way she just did. But he doesn’t say anything, because sometimes talking is worse, because naming something makes it real.

The SUV crawls all the way to the ridge at the top of the estate, past the giant pit and the digger he can’t look at, in case he sees the skull of the driver grinning back, the frames with canvas flapping in the wind that is getting worse, kicking up swirls of yellow dust that cling to the windshield and get in his nose and sting his eyes when they climb out the car at the second row from the top, where the houses have been completed and some even look recently occupied.

‘Did Dad ever tell you about Goldilocks planets?’ She does this, brings his father into things, as if he’s ever going to forget.

‘Not too hot, not too cold. Just right for human habitation.’

‘That’s what we’re looking for. Somewhere that hasn’t been looted previously. I shouldn’t use that word. Not looters, requisitioners. It’s not looting if no one is coming back for it, if you need it to survive.’ She’s talking to herself, which means she’s tired. He’s tired, too. He wants to lie down, and nap, for a million years maybe.

‘This one,’ she says. The window on the front porch is broken, the curtains threading between the burglar bars, tugged by the wind. She climbs up onto the elevated deck. The curtains are drawn, but you can see the lattice grill of the security gate, one of those quick-slam ones everyone in Johannesburg has, but he hasn’t seen much of in America, which makes him anxious about what the original owners were worried about protecting themselves from. Mom gathers the billowing fabric to one side so they can both get a look in. He can see a bottle of wine on the table, with two glasses, one lying on its side, a stain like blood beneath, and another half-full (or empty, depending whether someone drank half of it or only filled it up halfway, to be logical), as if the inhabitants have popped out for the afternoon, maybe to get in a round of excavation pit golf. But the yellow dust like glitter over the slate-gray tiles gives the lie to that, likewise the picture frame face-down in a halo of broken glass.

‘Bars mean no one has been inside here.’

‘And we’re not getting in either, Mom.’

‘Unless …’

He follows her round the back to the double garage with a cheerful ceramic palm tree mounted on the wall beside it. A narrow panel window runs along the top of the aluminum door. She jumps up to look inside. ‘Nobody’s home. No cars, although there is a kayak. Think you can climb through that if I boost you?’

‘No. No way. What if I can’t get out again?’ What if he cuts himself and bleeds to death in an empty house with a ceramic palm tree on the wall and other people’s photographs and Mom stuck outside?

‘All right. No problem.’ She backs down, because she can tell he’s serious. But then she slams both palms against the crenelated aluminum of the garage door, sending it shuddering like a giant metal dog shaking itself.

‘Mom!’

‘Sorry. How strong do you think this is?’

‘I don’t know. But you scared me. Cut it out.’

‘I’m going to bust through. Go stand over there.’

She jumps in the SUV, backs it up and revs the accelerator. He can’t watch. The car leaps forward and crashes into the door. There’s a huge smash and a screech of protest as the aluminum buckles over the hood like cardboard.

‘Mom!’ He runs over and finds her sitting in the front seat, pushing down on the fat white jellyfish airbag and laughing like a maniac.

‘Fuck, yeah!’ she says, tears running down her face, gulping and sobbing.

‘Mom!’

‘What? It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s fine. Stop worrying.’ She swipes at her eyes.

‘You broke a headlight.’ He inspects the front of the vehicle, and okay, he’s impressed that it’s the only thing that’s broken. She seems to have judged it well, the toughness of the vehicle, the momentum, hitting the brakes at the right moment so she didn’t punch right through the back wall like Wile E. Coyote and keep going. He’ll never admit that to her, though.

They squeeze past the crumpled remains of the roll-down and through the unlocked interleading door and into the house. It feels like stepping into a first-person shooter and his fingers twitch for a gun, or, truthfully, for a controller, so he can press X to access the drop-down menu to click on random items for information, like the healing values of the tin cans scattered all over the kitchen floor. In a video game, there would be boxes of ammo, various weapons, medpacks, maybe even a llama piñata or two.

Of course, in a video game, you wouldn’t get The Smell. There’s a dark, sweet reek from the broken jars spilling their sludgy guts across the tiles, among a scatter of feathers from where a bird got in. Mom is grabbing cans, checking the dates on them, piling up the ones that are still good, taking assorted knives, a can opener, a corkscrew out of drawers. She opens the refrigerator and quickly closes it again. ‘Well, that’s a big nope.’

‘I’m going to look around.’

‘Mmm. Don’t go too far.’

More feathers in the living room where the window is broken and the curtain puffs and billows. He pulls out one of the stuffed leather chairs and uses it to anchor the fabric down and try to block out the wind, which is low-key screaming around the house, rattling at the windows. He picks up the picture frame lying broken on the ground, shakes out the glass and turns it over to look, trying to assemble clues. The photograph is of a proud gramps crouched down and holding his catch aloft, with a five-year-old kid standing next to him, also in waders and a floppy hat, side-eyeing the dead fish with a look of WTF-OMG-gross-what-even-is-this.

‘Welcome to vegetarian life,’ he tells the kid in the photo. But he can’t tell if it’s a real photo or the stock art that comes with the frame.

He opens up all the cupboards, hauls out the half-empty bottle of whisky, because you can use spirits to clean wounds if you’re out of antiseptic. In the bathroom, a mummified spider plant crumples under his fingers. The medicine cabinet is already standing open, the contents shambled. Reaching for a Hawaiian-print toiletry bag, his fingers graze over a set of dentures, pale pink and shiny in their plastic case, and he squawks in clammy panic and flicks them away. It’s the same feeling he got from Cancer Fingers. He hasn’t thought about him in ages. Not since The Army Base and Boy Quarantine. Don’t want to now, thank you very much, dumb brain.

He scoops up the medicines without bothering to check the labels and dumps them in the toiletry bag, because that’s what you’d do in a game unless your inventory was already full. On reflection, he also grabs the roll of toilet paper, the half-squeezed activated-charcoal toothpaste.

He finds Mom about to walk into the main bedroom, dark, except for a bright crack of sun between the curtains. It brings back a sharp memory of Dad, dying, and how the air was heavy, and The Smell in the bedroom. No one tells you about that.

‘We don’t need to go in there,’ Miles says, firm. He has visions, now, of a lump in the unmade bed, rising like dough in the oven.

‘We need cash, buddy. Don’t worry. I’ll be respectful.’

The closets are already open, emptied out. Mom clicks her tongue, irritated, gets on her knees and reaches under the bed. And it’s dumb kid stuff to be afraid of things under the bed, but his stomach flips anyway. She hauls out a narrow box and opens the latch. ‘Huh.’

‘What is it?’

‘A record player. Wind-up. Want to play some music?’

‘I want to go. Can we go? Now?’

‘In a bit,’ Mom says, shifty-calm. ‘It’s hot out there in the desert. We should make like the Tuareg, travel at night.’

‘Are they looking for us?’

‘They can try. Rule One of being on the run, do the last thing anyone expects you to. Like having a Kenny G dance party at Eagle Creek.’

‘Is it Kenny G?’

‘Oh God, I hope not.’

It’s worse. When she lugs it into the living room and hooks it up to the portable speakers, on their last legs of battery, pumps the handle and then lowers the needle onto the record, it’s not smooth jazz; it’s some kind of German opera.

‘Augh!’ he yelps, clowning. ‘My ears! They’re bleeding!’

‘At least it’s not Ed Sheeran. C’mon, dance with me.’ When he was little, he used to waltz standing on her feet, but his hulking great boy paws are too big to do that now. So, he does a half-hearted funky chicken, and they shake it off, and he tries to show her how to floss, again, but she’s hopeless.

‘You look like a drunk octopus.’

‘Still better than Ed Sheeran,’ she shoots back. They dance until they’re sweaty, because dancing means you don’t have to think. Mom flops down on the couch, the razor energy driving her all used up.

‘Ah, man. I think I need a nap.’

‘Okay,’ he says. ‘I’m going to do a perimeter check. Keep watch.’

‘You really don’t need to,’ she says, but this is coming from the woman who has already lined up a golf driver and a very large kitchen knife next to the couch.

‘It makes me feel better.’

Miles picks up his own golf stick and walks through the house, opening all the cupboards, lightly tapping important objects with the head of the club.

Maybe one day people will come tour the ruin of this golf-estate townhouse. And here, the guide will say, is the very house where the notorious outlaw Miles Carmichael-Brady, one of the last boys on earth, took shelter with his mom that fateful day after busting out of a luxury bunker facility for men. The tourists will take their own happy snaps, and maybe there will be a commemorative plaque.

He checks the whole townhouse three times over, then he curls up in the overstuffed chair watching Mom sleep, and despite himself he drifts off too, the golf club across his lap.

‘Hey, you.’ Mom shakes him awake and he realizes he’s slept for ages. The light is dim outside, gloaming. ‘You want to put that driver to good use?’

With the dusk creeping in, they climb onto the patio and whack golf balls off the deck into the rising dark, until they can’t see their trajectories anymore, or only for a moment before they’re swallowed by the night.

‘Vanishing point,’ Mom says, then corrects herself, going into art teacher mode, like he doesn’t know. ‘Not really. It’s a perspective thing, where the lines converge on the horizon.’

‘Maybe we need less vanishing, more perspective,’ he jokes. He still hasn’t been able to bring himself to ask.

‘Oof. Too smart for your own good.’ She reaches out to cup the base of his skull, and he nudges his head into her hand like a cat.




Black Hole Sun

A pale balloon in the blurry dark. No. Not that. It’s the moon shining right into her skull. Light like a drill bit. Mechanical wolves howling into the night.

Fuck.

Fuck’s sake.

Ow.

Billie opens her eyes. Not a pale balloon, nor the moon. A spotlight with a fuzzed halo. Too bright. Alarms howling. Not wolves. Hey. Can someone shut that racket off? Her lips sound out the words, but she can’t hear herself speak. Too much noise. She pushes herself up, off the concrete. Not an ideal place to take a quick nap. Wouldn’t be the first time she’s guttered out. But she hasn’t been blackout drunk for … when was the last time? Barcelona with Rafael and the gang, all of them off their tits, couldn’t even remember seeing Nick Cave play. What did they take? She can’t think through the noise. Will someone make those fucking wolves shut up?

Sitting up is harder than she anticipated. She might still be drunk. Fuuuuck, her head. Worse than a hangover. What the hell did they take? She touches the back of her skull where it hurts. Wet.

A wet flap.

The bile and the darkness rise up at the same time. She pukes onto the concrete, a hot and sour mush. That could be a Nick Cave song: ‘The Bile & The Darkness’.

She’s not going to succumb to the black-hole suns swimming across her vision. No, that’s someone else, another band. Not how the lyrics go.

And she’s going to stand up.

And she’s not going to touch her head again, where the nerves are screaming in protest.

But she does. She can’t help it.

The ground rushes up to her, working with the darkness, now. Hey, no fair. No teamwork. She falls onto her knees, scuffs them through her jeans. Catches herself. Brace position. On all fours. Doggy style. ’Cos you’re about to get fucked!

Get up, you stupid cow. You dumb bitch. Get up. There’s warmth down her back, soaking through her shirt. That’s going to leave a stain. The alarms are still droning.

Not Barcelona. The place … where Cole is. What’s it called. Asphyxia. The billionaire hideout wine farm. She’s in the mechanics workshop. Among the cars. There’s a tyre iron lying on the ground in a dark smear of blood. Like the puddles of cosmetic samples on the beauty pages in a magazine. This season’s hottest nail polish colour: Head Wound Red. And where is Cole? Gone. Gone with Miles. In their getaway car. All her careful planning. It was her idea, her resources. She came to find them. Had to petition the US government to let her join her sister and nephew as part of their Reunite and Reunify programme, ‘bringing families together’. And now? Left her for dead. Left her for dust.

Billie leans back against the wall. Still not upright. Shouldn’t be standing for this. Might fall again. She tucks in her chin. A fresh pulse of blood runs down the side of her neck. Grits her teeth. Probes the meaty edge of the flap. Careful. Hurts like a mother. Her stomach lurches. Vision blurs. A low moan torn from her mouth. Answering the sirens. She holds fast. Waits out the nausea, those black-hole suns.

Another moan. Animal self-pity. Clumps of hair. Sharp bits against her fingertips. She brings her hand to her face to look. Little black pits in the blood on her fingers, which is shockingly red. Gravel. Not bone shards. Not a broken skull. Not that bad. But not good either.

Okay. Get up. Get moving. They’ll be coming to see what happened. But gravity is against her. Join the club, she thinks. Furious with Cole. Some high tragedy-level betrayal. The sirens are her own Greek chorus, howling sorrow and outrage.

She’s up. Shaky, but on her own feet. Fuck you, gravity. How long was she out? Minutes. It feels like minutes. She steadies herself against a Bentley. No keys in the ignition. All the keys are locked away in the main building. Part of how they keep the inhabitants ‘safe’. Same reason all the cars here are manual transmission, another layer of security, because they assume the inmates can’t drive stick. To be fair, the American ones probably can’t. But the South Africans can.

In the faint moonlight, the compound is a windowless expanse, solid and fortressed. Lockdown. Any potential threat and the heavy steel security shutters will slam down. She’s been through the drills, twice already since she got here two and a half months ago, although usually she’s on the inside. Impenetrable, bullet-proof, shock-proof, air-tight. In case of terrorist attack, like what happened in Singapore. No, Malaysia. And Poland, wasn’t it? Bombing the last remaining men to death. Any number of triggers will set it off, including but not limited to someone breaking through the fences. It stops invaders getting in. Not so great at preventing people leaving.

But the car. The Ladida. That’s not right. ‘Lada’. Ataraxia, not Asphyxia. Cole took the fucking car. After all the orchestration to make it seem a toothless, broken thing. Trojan Horse as getaway vehicle. She was impressed with her sister’s duplicity and new mechanical skills. A missing distributor cap, a disconnected fuel hose. You don’t need keys when you can hot-wire. Anyone could have picked up on that, if they’d been looking. They weren’t. But now they will be. All for nothing.

There has to be another way out. She could walk. Simply stroll through the break in the fence where Cole would have busted through, per the plan. Her plan. Worked out with painstaking care. The white SUV waiting in the mall parking lot so they could switch cars like pros. Mrs Amato’s going to be so pissed. All her investment. All the trouble she went to – and the time and money – getting Billie in here, setting everything up to bust them out of here. The great boy heist of 2023. All for fucking naught. Screw you, Cole, and your short-sighted prudish bullshit.

The alarms are still going; her ears are ringing. And a car is coming up the drive. She can see the headlights. She squints against the beams. Not her sister. Unless Cole has hijacked one of the patrol cars, blue sweeps of light stammering on top.

She stoops to pick up the tyre iron, holding it low at her side as the security vehicle comes towards her. She slumps against the wall, dramatically. Sincerely. She’s not sure she’ll be able to get up again. Her blood runs down the back of her neck, along her arm. Drip. Drip. Drip.

The car pulls up beside her. Long seconds while the driver waits, making a decision. Hurry up, she thinks, we got a woman bleeding over here. And then the guard gets out, leaving the door standing open, the interior light on, so she can see she’s holding her gun low and at the ready in both hands, the fish-gape of her mouth. It’s one of the young ones. She knows all the guards by name, has baked them goddamn cookies. Not a euphemism. One thing working as a chef to the stupid-rich has taught her: you can buy a lot of goodwill with carbs and sugar. Intel too: what times people get off shift, for example, patrol routes and timings – all of which are essential when planning your escape from paradise. She has shared cigarettes with this one before. Marcy or Macy or Michaela or something. Why can’t she get her words right?

‘Oh my god,’ Marcy/Macy/Michaela says. ‘Billie. Billie, what happened? You’re bleeding.’

What’s good for the goose, she thinks and using all her strength, she swings the tyre iron up and around, cracking it down onto Marcy/Macy/Michaela’s wrists. The girl howls in agony. The gun skitters across the concrete, ends up somewhere under a car. She can’t see where the hell it’s gone.

Marcy/Macy/Michaela clutches her wrist against her chest and sobs, as much in outrage as pain. ‘You broke my arm.’

‘Shut up,’ Billie says. ‘Shut the fuck up.’ She’s got enough strength to go looking for the gun, or get in the car. Not both. ‘I have your gun,’ she bluffs. ‘I’ll shoot you. Shut the fuck up. Get on the floor. Hands behind your head. Now!’

‘You broke my arm. Why did you break my arm?’

‘Fucking now, bitch. Get down. Hands behind your head.’ A rush of dizziness. Blood loss. She needs to get to a hospital. She needs to get out of here.

Marcy/Macy/Michaela is crying harder as she gets down onto the ground. She says something unintelligible through the sobs. Billie doesn’t want any
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Author Q&A with Lauren Beukes

What gave you the idea to write Afterland? Did you find the course of the novel changing as you wrote it?

I always had a strong sense of what I wanted the novel to do – explore the concept of a world without men and a mom on the run with her son in this radically changed but still familiar landscape.

It’s a gender flip on the usual teen-girl-in-peril story, here the pre-teen boy is the one in danger, from the human traffickers who want to exploit him for his body, a government that wants to control his reproductive rights and the religious group who want him to be their chosen one. I hoped that reversal would be thought-provoking.

I also wanted to interrogate the idea that a world of women would naturally be kinder and more nurturing. Of course there would be some elements of utopia, like being able to walk home alone at night without the fear of gender-based violence, but the thing about women is that they are just as capable of all the evil in the world as men are.

It was huge fun to explore a world where women are the heroes and the villains, and in every role, from sanitation workers to satellite technicians, cops and gangster thugs, religious leaders and socialist anarchists trying to build a better world. Some of this evolved as I interviewed experts about how certain fields and industries would be more negatively affected than others, but the core story stayed the same – about what it means to be a parent in difficult times.

Cole’s trying to do the right thing by her son, but she makes mistakes. She can’t be Sarah Connor in Terminator or Mad Max’s Furiosa – she can only do her best. The line that sums it up for me is where Cole talks about parenting as ‘the worst game of improv ever’.

When you were writing, how did you strike the balance between world building and keeping the novel realistic?

I interviewed various experts, teasing the idea of what would happen if all the men disappeared, and tried to keep it grounded through the (then!) implausible idea of a global pandemic.

I talked to economists and container-ship captains, cops, mining consultants and software engineers, artists and theologians. It was my go-to question when I met someone new – what would happen in your industry if the men went away?

I had several epidemiologist scientist friends (all women) who helped design a vaguely plausible virus inspired by existing oncoviruses like HPV, and X-linked or passed down through the mother’s genes. It was important to me that it made sense, and that it could justify the novel’s conceit of a global reprohibition (what we now call flattening the curve).

The most fascinating interview came from doing a ride-along with Cape Town’s Metro Police through areas stricken by gang violence and drugs, and I asked the Black female officer and her male supervisor what would happen if all the men died tomorrow. They laughed – the problems would still be there. Addicts aren’t miraculously cured and there’s still money to be made, violently. They cited an example of how when Mama American took over the Americans (a small but notorious gang), they became more violent and brutal, because she felt that, as a woman, she had more to prove.

But that’s all background noise and texture. Stories are rooted in their characters, and the relationships between Miles and Cole, and Cole and Billie are the grounding elements. They drive the story, amidst the more fantastical elements like the neon nuns or the details of how the virus works.

It’s a very personal story against this grand and until recently unimaginable backdrop of a pandemic.

This novel is not a utopia. What ideas around power were you hoping to communicate in Afterland?

As Billie says in the novel, ‘power is a fickle slut’. It’s very hard to resist power, especially when it’s a system that has worked so very well, for the few, for so very long.

I wanted to explore gender roles and what we expect of men and women, but I also wanted to explore systemic power structures and how hard they are to overthrow.

Maybe it’s easier when you’re on the outside laying siege to the fortress, but as soon as you’re on the inside, it becomes apparent that it’s a palatial mansion with every conceivable luxury. You think you want to tear it down, but you might end up moving in accidentally because it’s just so nice in there, and it works and it’s familiar.

Capitalism endures because it works, despite the terrible costs of global warming, entrenched poverty, violence and unrest and inhumane conditions. The patriarchy is a very comfortable pair of shoes which you could, if you were so inclined, just slip into.

You’re a South African, like the protagonist Cole, so why set the novel in America?

It’s a cultural common ground that allows me to explore big issues that are relevant and resonant. It doesn’t mean I’ll never return to South Africa as a setting, but I love having a global canvas to play on.

It felt true and let me comment on some of the terrible things happening in America as an outsider, having interviewed friends with mixed-race kids for example – talking about how scary it is to have a brown son in a country of police violence and shootings, and also the horror of migrant children separated from their families, locked in cages.

I needed Cole to be isolated and far from her friends and the people who could help her and hide her and protect her. She’s also longing for home, which is an accident of birth, but also a choice you make.

She’s trapped in a foreign country that wants to claim her son as a resource. That’s a terrifying thought for any parent.

It also allowed me to play with the story as a kind of a neo-Western with the bad (wo)man chasing after the good from coast to coast. It’s sunshine noir, dark Americana, and of course the US is the land of the grand road trip.

You wrote Afterland before Covid-19. How did that change your experience of living through the pandemic?

It was fairly awful spending several years writing a fictional pandemic to emerge into a real one. I masked up early, was super cautious and didn’t believe for one second that the lockdown in South Africa would only last three weeks.

It was horrifying seeing things play out that I couldn’t have predicted, like people comparing the ‘oppression’ of wearing a mask – literally the easiest and most considerate thing you could do to protect yourself and others – to the fight for reproductive freedom over your own body. I wasn’t surprised by the conspiracy theorists or the anti-vaxxers. There’s a little of that in the novel, but not on the scale we saw in the real world.

What’s been really striking, which I didn’t anticipate when writing this story, was the terrible loneliness of the pandemic and how much we need each other. There’s a wonderful South African concept, Ubuntu, which says that people are people because of other people. I really felt that in the pandemic.

The Church of All Sorrows holds up some deeply sexist ‘feminine values’ as their guiding principle, but the sisters are very humane and even relatable. How did you manage that?

I wanted to hold those contradictions and make my readers hold them too. The Church’s teachings might be misogynistic (and transphobic – which hurts Generosity in particular) but the people in the Church are as full and real and complicated as I could make them, capable of being funny and kind and compassionate. They also offer something that Miles in particular craves, and which I think we can all relate to – a sense of certainty. Here are the answers, this is how to be in the world if you only follow our set of very restrictive rules about how to be a woman and a wife and a mother.

The novel references current-day politics including systemic racism, gender issues, climate change, immigration and reproductive rights. Why was it important to you to incorporate these themes into your work?

I’m hyper-aware of social injustice because I grew up white under apartheid in the 1980s and 90s and I know how much my privilege cost other people. The racist state was ruthlessly oppressive, willing to torture and murder people to maintain their status quo.

I’ve had friends involved in and covering the Black Lives Matter protests since 2013, for example, so it felt obvious to include that. Especially as it was apparent that racist violence was not going to go away.

I tried to reflect some of this experience in the book, talking to American friends with biracial kids to try to faithfully represent Cole’s and Miles’ experiences and reflect their fears and anxieties about the complexities of raising a Black child in the US right now.

I aim to be intersectional in my life and my work and I try to reflect the issues I care about in the stories I tell. Fiction is a way of engaging with other minds, it’s an act of imagination and empathy and a deeply intimate conversation between the reader and the book. It’s important to me to try to make meaning and get at who we are.

Are there any rituals you follow when you’re writing?

In normal times I go into ‘the office’ every morning, which is really a shared studio space with friends. I’m very social, the extroverted writer, and I need to have other people around. I find writing at home alone distracting and desperately lonely. Currently I’m squatting in the corner of the studio of my artist friend Chris Denovan. It’s lovely being with another creative person who gets the difficulties, and we encourage and support each other and hold each other accountable, especially when it’s a tough day. We also have two person dance parties.




Reading Group Questions

To what extent did the Covid-19 pandemic change your reading of Afterland? Do you think experiencing a real-life pandemic makes it harder to read about a fictional one?

Do you think the Covid-19 pandemic makes this novel feel more or less realistic?

How sympathetic did you feel towards Cole’s situation, and the decisions she makes? Do you think you would have done what Cole did to Billie in order to protect your child?

What are your theories on what happened to Billie at the end of the novel?

Afterland takes the reader through lots of different locations and landscapes. Which setting was your favourite to read about?

Did reading Afterland change how you feel about gender stereotypes and the influences they have on society? If so, how and why?

How do you feel about the Church Sisters’ views on female sexuality?

Is there anything you think you would have done differently to Cole?
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Part One




1.

In Zoo City, it’s impolite to ask.

Morning light the sulphur colour of the mine dumps seeps across Johannesburg’s skyline and sears through my window. My own personal bat signal. Or a reminder that I really need to get curtains.

Shielding my eyes – morning has broken and there’s no picking up the pieces – I yank back the sheet and peel out of bed. Benoît doesn’t so much as stir, with only his calloused feet sticking out from under the duvet like knots of driftwood. Feet like that, they tell a story. They say he walked all the way from Kinshasa with his Mongoose strapped to his chest.

The Mongoose in question is curled up like a furry comma on my laptop, the glow of the LED throbbing under his nose. Like he doesn’t know that my computer is out of bounds. Let’s just say I’m precious about my work. Let’s just say it’s not entirely legal.

I take hold of the laptop on either side and gently tilt it over the edge of my desk. At thirty degrees, the Mongoose starts sliding down the front of the laptop. He wakes with a start, tiki tavi claws scrabbling for purchase. As he starts to fall, he contorts in the air and manages to land feet first. Hunching his stripy shoulders, he hisses at me, teeth bared. I hiss back. The Mongoose realises he has urgent flea bites to attend to.

Leaving the Mongoose to scrolf at its flank, I duck under one of the loops of rope hanging from the ceiling, the closest I can get to providing authentic Amazon jungle vines, and pad over the rotten linoleum to the cupboard. Calling it a cupboard is a tad optimistic, like calling this dank room with its precariously canted floor and intermittent plumbing an apartment is optimistic. The cupboard is not much more than an open box with a piece of fabric pinned across it to keep the dust off my clothes – and Sloth, of course. As I pull back the gaudy sunflower print, Sloth blinks up at me sleepily from his roost, like a misshapen fur coat between the wire hangers. He’s not good at mornings.

There’s a mossy reek that clings to his fur and his claws, but it’s earthy and clean compared to the choke of stewing garbage and black mould floating up the stairwell. Elysium Heights was condemned years ago.

I reach past him to pull out a vintage navy dress with a white collar, match it up with jeans and slops, and finish off with a lime green scarf over the little dreadlock twists that conveniently hide the mangled wreckage of my left ear – let’s call it Grace Kelly does Sailor Moon. This is not so much a comment on my style as a comment on my budget. I was always more of an outrageously expensive indie boutique kinda girl. But that was FL. Former Life.

‘Come on, buddy,’ I say to Sloth. ‘Don’t want to keep the clients waiting.’ Sloth gives a sharp sneeze of disapproval and extends his long downy arms. He clambers onto my back, fussing and shifting before he finally settles. I used to get impatient. But this has become an old routine for the pair of us.

It’s because I haven’t had my caffeine fix yet that it takes a little while for the repetitive skritching sound to penetrate – the Mongoose is pawing at the front door with a single-minded devotion.

I oblige, shunting back the double deadbolt and clicking open the padlock which is engraved with magic, supposedly designed to keep out those with a shavi for slipping through locked doors. At the first crack, the Mongoose nudges out between my ankles and trots down the passage towards the communal litter tray. It’s easy to find. It’s the smelliest place in the building.

‘You should really get a cat-flap.’ Benoît is awake at last, propped up on one elbow, squinting at me from under the shade of his fingers, because the glare bouncing off Ponte Tower has shifted across to his side of the bed. ‘Why?’ I say, propping the door open with my foot for the Mongoose’s imminent return. ‘You moving in?’

‘Is that an invitation?’

‘Don’t get comfortable is all I’m saying.’

‘Ah, but is that all you’re saying?’

‘And don’t get smart either.’

‘Don’t worry, cherie na ngayi. Your bed is far too lumpy to get comfortable.’ Benoît stretches lazily, revealing the map-work of scars over his shoulders, the plasticky burnt skin that runs down his throat and his chest. He only ever calls me ‘my love’ in Lingala, which makes it easier to disregard. ‘You making breakfast?’

‘Deliveries,’ I shrug.

‘Anything interesting today?’ He loves hearing about the things people lose.

‘Set of keys. The widow ring.’

‘Ah, yes. The crazy lady.’

‘Mrs Luditsky.’

‘That’s right,’ Benoît says, and repeats himself: ‘Crazy lady.’

‘Hustle, my friend. I have to get going.’

Benoît pulls a face. ‘It’s so early.’

‘I’m not kidding.’

‘All right, all right.’ He uncocoons himself from the bed, plucks his jeans from the floor and yanks on an old protest t-shirt inherited from Central Methodist’s clothing drive.

I fish Mrs Luditsky’s ring out of the plastic cup of Jik it’s been soaking in overnight to get rid of the clinging eau de drain, and rinse it under a sputtering tap. Platinum with a constellation of sapphires and a narrow grey band running through the centre, only slightly scratched. Even with Sloth’s help, it took three hours to find the damn thing.

As soon as I touch it, I feel the tug – the connection running away from me like a thread, stronger when I focus on it. Sloth tightens his grip on my shoulder, his claws digging into my collarbone.

‘Easy, tiger,’ I wince. Maybe it would have been easier to have a tiger. As if any of us gets a choice.

Benoît is already dressed, the Mongoose looping impatient figure eights around his ankles.

‘See you later, then?’ he says, as I shoo him out the door.

‘Maybe.’ I smile in spite of myself. But when he moves to kiss me, Sloth bats him away with a proprietary arm.

‘I don’t know who is worse,’ Benoît complains, ducking. ‘You, or that monkey.’

‘Definitely me,’ I say, locking the door behind him.

The blackened walls of Elysium Heights’ stairwell still carry a whiff of the Undertow, like polyester burning in a microwave. The stairway is mummified in yellow police tape and a charm against evidence-tampering, as if the cops are ever going to come back and investigate. A dead zoo in Zoo City is low priority even on a good day. Most of the residents have been forced to use the fire-escape to bypass this floor. But there are faster ways to the ground. I have a talent not just for finding lost things, but shortcuts too.

I duck into number 615, abandoned ever since the fire tore through here, and scramble down through the hole in the floor that drops into 526, which has been gutted by scrap rats who ripped out the floorboards, the pipes, the fittings – anything that could be sold for a hit.

Speaking of which, there is a junkie passed out in the doorway, some dirty furry thing nested against his chest, breathing fast and shallow. My slops crunch on the brittle glitter of a broken lightbulb as I step over him. In my day we smoked crack, or mandrax if you were really trashy. I cross over the walkway that connects to Aurum Place and a functional staircase. Or not so functional. The moment I swing open the double doors to the stairwell and utter darkness, it becomes obvious where the junkie got the bulb.

‘Well, isn’t this romantic?’

Sloth grunts in response.

‘Yeah, you say that now, but remember, I’m taking you with me if I fall,’ I say, stepping into the darkness.

Sloth drives me like a Zinzi motorbike, his claws clenching, left, right, down, down, down for two storeys to where the bulbs are still intact. It won’t be long until they too find a new life as tik pipes, but isn’t that the way of the slums? Even the stuff that’s nailed down gets repurposed.

After the claustrophobia of the stairwell, it’s a relief to hit the street. It’s still relatively quiet this early in the morning. A municipal street-cleaning truck chugs up ahead, blasting the tarmac with a sheet of water to wash away the transgressions of the night. One of the transgressions in question dances back to avoid being sprayed, nearly stepping on the scruffy Sparrow hopping around between her high heels.

Seeing me, she pulls her denim jacket closed over her naked breasts, too quickly for me to figure out if they’re hormone-induced or magic. As we pass, I can feel the filmy cling of a dozen strands of lost things from the boygirl, like brushing against the tendrils of an anemone. I try not to look. But I pick up blurred impressions anyway, like an out-of-focus photograph. I get snatches of a gold cigarette case, or maybe it’s a business-card holder, a mostly empty plastic bankie of brown powder and a pair of sequinned red stilettos – real showgirl shoes, like Dorothy got back from Oz all grown up and turned burlesque stripper. Sloth tenses up automatically. I pat his arm.

‘None of our business, buddy.’

He’s too sensitive. The problem with my particular gift, curse, call it what you like, is that everybody’s lost something. Stepping out in public is like walking into a tangle of cat’s cradles, like someone dished out balls of string at the lunatic asylum and instructed the inmates to tie everything to everything else. On some people, the lost strings are cobwebs, inconsequential wisps that might blow away at any moment. On others, it’s like they’re dragging steel cables. Finding something is all about figuring out which string to tug on.

Some lost things can’t be found. Like youth, say. Or innocence. Or, sorry Mrs Luditsky, property values once the slums start encroaching. Rings, on the other hand, that’s easy stuff. Also: lost keys, love letters, beloved toys, misplaced photographs and missing wills. I even found a lost room once. But I like to stick to the easy stuff, the little things. After all, the last thing of any consequence I found was a nasty drug habit. And look how that turned out.

I pause to buy a nutritious breakfast, aka a skyf from a Zimbabwean vendor rigging up the scaffolding of a pavement stall. While he lays out his crate of suckers and snacks and single smokes, his wife unpacks a trove of cheap clothing and disposable electronics from two large amaShangaan, the red-and-blue-checked bags that are ubiquitous round here. It’s like they hand them out with the application for refugee status. Here’s your temporary ID, here’s your asylum papers, and here, don’t forget your complimentary crappy woven plastic suitcase.

Sloth clicks in my ear as I light up my Remington Gold, half the price of a Stuyvesant. This city’s all about the cheap knock-off.

‘Oh come on. One. One cigarette. It’s not like I’m going to live long enough to get emphysema.’ Or that emphysema isn’t an attractive alternative to being sucked down by the Undertow.

Sloth doesn’t respond, but I can feel his irritation in the way he shifts his weight, thumping against my back. In retaliation, I blow the smoke out the side of my mouth into his disapproving furry face. He sneezes violently.

The traffic is starting to pick up, taxis hurtling through the streets with the first consignments of commuters. I take the opportunity to do a little advertising, sticking flyers under the wipers of the parked cars already lining the street outside The Daily Truth’s offices. You have to get up pretty early in the morning to invent the news.

I’ve got ads up in a couple of places. The local library. The supermarket, jammed between advertisements for chars with excellent references and second-hand lawnmowers. Pasted up in Hillbrow among the wallpaper of flyers advertising miracle Aids cures, cheap abortions and prophets.


LOST A SMALL ITEM OF PERSONAL VALUE?

I CAN HELP YOU FIND IT FOR A REASONABLE FEE.

NO DRUGS. NO WEAPONS. NO MISSING PERSONS.



I’ve resisted going mass market and posting it online. This way it’s kismet, like the ads find the people they’re supposed to. Like Mrs Luditsky, who summoned me to her Killarney apartment Saturday morning.

To the old lady’s credit, she didn’t flinch when she saw Sloth draped across my shoulders.

‘You can only be the girl from the ad. Well, come in. Have a cup of tea.’ She pressed a cup of greasy-looking Earl Grey into my hands without waiting for a response and bustled away through her dingy hallway to an equally dingy lounge.

The apartment had been Art Deco in a former lifetime, but it had been subjected to one ill-conceived refurbishment too many. But then, so had Mrs Luditsky. Her skin had the transparent shine of glycerine soap, and her eyes bulged ever so slightly, possibly from the effort of trying to emote when every associated muscle had been pumped full of botulinum or lasered into submission. Her thinning orange hair was gelled into a hard pompadour, like the crust on crème brûlée.

The tea tasted like stale horse piss drained through a homeless guy’s sock, but I drank it anyway, if only because Sloth hissed at me when I tried to turf it surreptitiously into the exotic plastic orchid next to the couch.

Mrs Luditsky launched straight in. ‘It’s my ring. There was an armed robbery at the mall yesterday and—’

I cut in: ‘If your ring was stolen, that’s out of my jurisdiction. It’s a whole different genre of magic.’

‘If you would be so kind as to let me finish?’ the old lady snapped. ‘I hid in the bathroom and took all my jewellery off because I know how you people are – criminals, that is,’ she added hurriedly, ‘No offence to the animalled.’

‘Of course not,’ I replied. The truth is we’re all criminals. Murderers, rapists, junkies. Scum of the earth. In China they execute zoos on principle. Because nothing says guilty like a spirit critter at your side.

‘And what happened after you took it off?’

‘Well, that’s the problem. I couldn’t get it off. I’ve worn it for eight years. Ever since the Bastard died.’

‘Your husband?’

‘The ring is made with his ashes, you know. They compress and fuse them into the platinum in this micro-thin band. It’s absolutely irreplaceable. Anyway, I know what happens when they can’t get your rings off. When my neighbour’s cousin was mugged, they chopped off her finger with a bloody great panga.’

I could see exactly where this was going. ‘So you used soap?’

‘And it slipped right off, into the sink and down the drain.’

‘Down the drain,’ I repeated.

‘Didn’t I just say that?’

‘May I?’ I said, and reached for Mrs Luditsky’s hand. It was a pretty hand, maybe a little chubby, but the wrinkles and the powdery texture betrayed all the work on her face. Clearly botox doesn’t work on hands, or maybe it’s too expensive. ‘This finger?’

‘Yes, dear. The ring finger. That’s where people normally wear their rings.’

I closed my eyes and squeezed the pad of the woman’s finger, maybe a little too hard. And caught a flash of the ring, a blurred silver-coloured halo, somewhere dark and wet and industrial. I didn’t look too hard to figure out the exact location. That level of focus tends to bring on a migraine, the same way heavy traffic does. I snagged the thread that unspooled away from the woman and ran deep into the city, deep under the city.

I opened my eyes to find Mrs Luditsky studying me intently, as if she was trying to peer into my skull to see the gears at work. Behind her bouffant hair, a display case of china figurines stared down. Cute shepherdesses and angels and playful kittens and a chorus line of flamenco dancers.

‘It’s in the drains,’ I said, flatly.

‘I thought we’d already established that.’

‘I hate the drains.’ Call it the contempt of familiarity. You’d be surprised how many lost things migrate to the drains.

‘Well pardon me, Little Miss Hygiene,’ Mrs Luditsky snapped, although the impact was diminished by her inability to twitch a facial muscle. ‘Do you want the job or not?’
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