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The Book of Then


 

1.

 

Y


ou’re asking me . . . the earliest thing I remember?

Haven’t I told you this story before? Many times?

Where are your brothers?

No, no, son, I’ll tell you. Of course.

Sit down here with me. Water? No? There are ripe dates and bananas in the basket, there.

Isn’t this a beautiful sunset? And the river . . . it looks as soft as skin.

The first thing I remember . . . .

Waking up to our entire camp on fire.


 

****


 

Smoke-hands, choking me by the throat. And the flames so bright in the darkness I could barely see what was happening.

But I could hear it all: our men howling and fighting and dying, being butchered like goats.

Then I saw . . . enemy soldiers knocking them to the ground, kneeling on their backs, grabbing them by their hair and slitting their windpipes—just like that, all in one motion—and then they were thrashing in the sand, like crabs boiling in pots. And then they just stopped moving.

“Mum!” I screamed. “Mum!”

Some of our other men, I saw them running, and then they’d go down, arrows through their knees, or through their necks.

They didn’t even have the chance to howl. They just choked and gurgled and tried to drag themselves for help and died before they got any.

“Duam!”

Duam, our strongest soldier, the tallest in the ranks. I saw him clutching his gashed-open belly, failing to keep in all his guts slithering out like white eels.

Maybe he didn’t hear me, but he didn’t even look at me. He was staggering, tilting, then lurching into a tree to keep from falling, but suddenly flame swept up the trunk. It cooked half his face.

Even to this day, whenever I smell a campfire, the stench of Duam as burning meat stabs fingers up my nostrils. If I’m tired or my defenses are down when I smell smoke, I have to fight not to vomit.

I don’t remember if I was screaming. I must’ve been—I wasn’t even ten yet. But I don’t remember it. What I remember is that suddenly all the other kids in our camp were.

Then Shai—he was the second-oldest kid after me—was yanking on my arm.

“Who are they?” he kept saying. He was crying, shaking, clawing my arm enough to hurt it. Snot slimed all over his lip, glistening back to me from the fence of flame.

Who was attacking us? Were they even human? The cliffs on the west bank of the Holy River were infested by devils—

I screeched again for my mum, I don’t know for how long. But she didn’t come.

I couldn’t see any of the women. And all the men were running, pouring blood or dead.

I turned, saw scream-faced kids, heard the raiders yelling to get us, kill us all, except—

They were running towards me with nets.

My heart pounded in my chest so hard I could feel my ribs shaking, but my head gonged with the only words-of-power my mum’d taught me.

“Everybody!” I shouted, readying the words in my mind. “Run to the river! Now!”

When the kids ran past me, I touched their heads or backs, spoke the words my mother gave, and each kid transformed into shadow.

When the last one was racing out of the burning grove, slipping past the raiders like smoke, I rushed along to find them at the eastern bank.

But our feet were still stamping footprints in the sand—

“All of you—quiet! Stop crying right now! We’ve got to wade to that island there without making a sound! All you bigger kids, hang onto the smaller ones! I mean it—stop that crying or they’re going to kill us!”

They followed my orders.

When we got to the island we slipped up the beach through the palm trees over to the rocks, and then inside a cave. A bunch of rabbits bolted when they heard us and smelled us, but even they couldn’t see us, because we were still shadows.


2.


 

Eventually, after they stopped crying, almost all the kids fell asleep nestled together like a pile of puppies. I kept guard with Shai until dawn, when the cave’s bats came home like a black sandstorm.

Shai and I had to throw our bodies over the kids to keep them from seeing and running and screaming.

But when sunrise came, I could tell it still wasn’t safe. I told everyone we had to wait.

So we waited two more days. We drank water dripping off the cave’s walls. But we didn’t have anything to eat at all.
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On the third morning, everyone was so hungry, even me, that I thought we didn’t have any choice. It was either take our chances outside the cave, or die there from starvation. And the other kids were terrified of the bats.

We walked out together. And in all that shining sun, none of us could remain as shadows.

Across the river we saw a camp. Blackened. Smashed. A few embers glowing red. Smoke still lifting into the sky.

All of it stank from the meat of our people burned to death.

And hyenas and vultures and rats and dogs, ripping into the bodies of our slaughtered families, howling and gorging themselves like they were having a party.

I wanted to yell. I even would’ve, but my throat hurt like I’d been swallowing rocks and sand.

The kids started crying again. I couldn’t take it.

“Shut up, you idiots! You want them to come murder us? You want devils coming here and sticking claws in your eyes and ripping your ribs out one at a time? No? Then shut your mouths!”

I knew why they were crying. I wanted to cry, too. I didn’t know where my mum was. For all I knew, all the adults were dead.

But my mum . . . she must’ve been training me for something like this all along, because I took command of those kids without even thinking about it.

I knew what to do. And that meant making them focus on me instead of whoever or whatever had orphaned us all.

We moved out, hiding wherever we could. Sometimes Shai and I scouted ahead to make sure we weren’t being tracked.

We ate whatever we could find: snails, beetles, and when we were really lucky, fruit.
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Weeks of walking. Past whole villages that’d been torched. Their crops, too. Animals, their legs broken and their heads half-hacked off.

And skulls. Sometimes with the eyes still in them.

When I wasn’t thinking about food, or a place to hide, or where my mum’d gone and why hadn’t she found us already, all I could think of was, who would do this? Why would anyone do this?

It’s strange, but . . . I can’t remember anything before that raid of fire. It’s as if . . . as if I were born that night.



The Book of Now

 

1.


 

T


here he was, skinny and seventeen, alone on the Saturday night street.

The night, the darkness itself: electrical. Hummed like the neon above him did. He felt it. Intense. Violent. Almost sexual. Made his skin tingle. Made his teeth feel like he was chewing on aluminum foil.

To be young, to be a man, to be a young Black man, to be a young Black man in the shadows between streetlights on a night when clouds smothered the stars and the air seeped thick and hot like when he stepped out of the shower.

To feel the threat of some sinister somebody who could fall in step behind him trying to mess him up and take his shit, to feel that and be excited by it, because that threat was what transformed putty boys into iron men, because that transformation was what made girls’ eyes stop seeing past him to focus on him like magnets on metal, because no knife-handle ever shone as brightly as the blade, that was what it was to walk the streets of Kush on a Saturday midnight with summer’s hotness trickling from his pits and barely enough money for bus fare in his pocket and no girlfriend and no real friends and believing himself when he told himself he just didn’t give a fuck.

Raphael Deng Garang. Bony. Skin the colour of the night and just as blue. Had a cheap XS Cargo sell-off mp3 player shaped like a thumb drive, under five gigs and under ten bucks, enough to pack a thousand songs and half of them hip hop.

The rest: Jamaican reggae, Somali ballads, Cubano-Congolese numbers, South African kwaito, Algerian rai and Kenyan taarabu and dozens of Nigerian Afrobeat joints.

But right then: Orchestre Baobab’s “Dée Moo Wóor.” Song swaggering with power, stomping its drum beats and punching its bass like Tyson hitting somebody’s liver. And somewhere on back-up Youssou Ndour singing high nasal notes like an Eazy E free of madness.

Loved it. Cuz it strolled with colossus steps like he wished he could, invincible like a black hole and felt as ancient, as if he’d always known that song, as if it’d been sung for ten thousand years, as if its passion could decode all the secrets of his loneliness and pain.

But he couldn’t understand a single word of it. A Senegalese song, probably sung in Wolof, and his family hailed as far from Senegal as England was from Russia.

Half of him: Sudanese. Twinned to a Somali half that didn’t show on face or skin. Hadn’t seen Sudan since he was a child with his mother on the run from all its screaming and looting and burning and men with guns.

And now: seventeen, lanky, alone, on 118th Avenue in the hood and in the night, and telling himself he could do anything.

Freestyling:

 

You braggin about the places

Where the bullets fly like birds

Ima tell y’about the spaces

Where blood flows more than words . . . .


 

Bass-throbbing, rumbling: a sick, slick car, hyperviolet lights burning underneath its gleaming cream body. . .

 . . . slowing down. . .

Stopped. In front of him.

But the traffic light was green.

Rims, spinning like roulette wheels in the movies. Except these chromes were strobing streetlights.

Swallowed thickly. Who the hell could it be? Was this it?

His hand. Flapped to his back pocket and its butterfly knife. Hovered there, not as casually as he tried to will it to.

The engine, growling. Window sliding down an electric hum.

“Yo, Rap, zat you?”
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Raphael didn’t know the voice.

Took a step forward. Carefully.

Passenger side: kid his age, typical teenage Somali baby-face, but draped with junior dreadlocks. Like thin, black pinecones.

The kid: “Dude, it’s me, Jackie Chan.”

They were in the same English class. Guy sat on the opposite side of the room. And weird. Earmuff headphones practically welded onto his ears, him always bopping to beats no one else could hear, smiling too much, laughing when no one else heard the joke.

Real name was Jamal Abdi—Rap’d heard that at the beginning of the semester before the kid asked the teacher to call him “JC.”

“Right,” said Rap, rising above the ride’s belching bass. “Hey.”

“What the hell you doing out here, bwoi?” laughed Jackie Chan. “You slangin?

Kid was always joking about something. Rap scowled. “You got the wrong man. I was just, y’know . . . . ”

“Chillin? Kickin it?”

“Basically.”

“Well, you gonna chill out here by yourself all night?”

“Naw, naw, I was just about to, uh . . . . ”

“—ride with us?” He laughed his Jackie Chan laugh: half Flavor Flav, half Bart Simpson. “We’re just cruising. Sweetly! In this fine whip.”

Rap checked downstreet. Over his shoulder. Peered inside the vehicle like there coulda been a wolverine in there.

Didn’t know the driver, but it was another kid, maybe a year older.

“Nuke, Rap. Rap, Nuke,” said JC. “Rap’s all right, Nuke.”

Nuke. Guy was actually wearing a Kangol cap. Backwards. Smoking a cigarillo. Looked like a goof. He was wearing gloves, despite the heat. Midnight, plus-thirty, and wet-hot.

Rap didn’t like it.

“Sall good,” drawled Nuke. Also Somali. And like half the Somali boys his age Rap knew, Nuke spun his syllables like the blood bank’d given him a transfusion of Compton.

Then Nuke switched to Jamaican, maybe trying to make his own hat feel at home. “Respek, maan.”

One of those, thought Rap. “Hey.”

“Well?” said JC, head-tilting towards the back seat, an invitation. “Look, man, at least you need a ride home’r suh’m, right?”

It was true. And he didn’t want to look like a wuss, either. So when the door swung open he got in. What the hell else was he gonna do?

But taking that step off the curb’d made his stomach flip, like he’d failed a jump between rooftops and was plummeting to an asphalt death.

“Yeah. Let’s see what’s crackin,” said Rap, sampling a phrase he’d heard someone else use. Maybe somebody on Youtube or something.
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Pulled away. The purple blare of blacklights burned the car’s interior into a nightclub, or what Rap thought clubs probably looked like.

They U-turned it east, rumbled past the old church and a porn shop and a Wee Book Inn and a Burger Baron, over cracked streets and beside cracked-out, kneecap-bony prostitutes, turned north beside the Coliseum.

The CD—some kinda techno DJ mix—had been skipping all over hell. Nuke hit EJECT and dumped it out the window. He hit a bunch of radio preselects, rejecting every one of them and finally shutting it off.

“Yo, Rap, whatcha listnin to?” asked Jackie Chan, breaking the new silence. This was the first time Rap’d ever seen JC without his headphones on. He knew what JC wanted, though—to hook his mp3 player up to the stereo in-jack.

He clicked away from the “Dée Moo Wóor” song he was listening to, over to something he figured would keep the peace with Nuke. Handed it to JC, who plugged it in.

A thunder-beat struck the car. Jackie Chan smiled. Nuke grinned.

A Dre-sampled guitar riff tore up the air like lightning. JC pumped the sound way too high, enough to dent Rap’s ear drums. Dre took the mic, handed it off to MC Ren, the Ruthless Villain. Track was older than any of them, from 1991, but classics didn’t ask permission.

The ghost of Eazy-E rhymed through its nose. And just before the chorus hit, JC and Nuke leapt in with the band: “Real niggers don’t DIE!”

They’d turned a few times along the way, and were rolling west on 111th Ave past the Stadium. They slowed across from Frank’s Pizza and beside a place called “Hyper-Market” with an “OPENING SOON” sign in the window, stopping in front of a hip hop clothing joint named Bootays.

It was still Kush, but this was a nicer part. Fewer hoes. No condoms on the street. Nobody stabbing or shooting anybody. Not that he could see, anyway.

Half-past midnight. Store was open. Through a plate-glass window he saw Somalis—staff, or owners?—chatting at the till with two guys whose backs were turned.

Nuke killed the engine.

“C’mon,” said Jackie Chan.

Rap didn’t like it. Yeah, he was half-Somali, but to Somalis he looked full Sudanese, true Dinka, and definitely darker than most Somalis. Even though he could speak Somali because of his mother and didn’t know fifty words of his father’s language, to Somalis, he was an outsider, an infidel, if not a barbarian.

Now he was sposta go into some weird dive, way past closing time, with two guys he barely knew, hopping out of a car that—and why he didn’t force himself to think of it earlier, he couldn’t say—was way too expensive for any Somali in E-Town to afford.

Shit. But what was he sposta do—wait in the car like some little kid?
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Inside. Figured maybe it was gonna be okay after all.

The two Somali owners, Hassan and Ahmed, were having a late-night planning session with a couple of Sudanese guys, Deng and Juk, for a mega-jam they were hoping to throw featuring K’Naan, Talib Kweli, K-Os and KRS-One.

Gonna call it the KKKK Rally. Hassan thought the name was hilarious. Rap thought it couldn’t get any stupider.

And then two more Somalis showed up.

Marley. Slim beard. His partner Lexus, smooth-domed. Both reeked of ganja and qat. Night was so hot it was sweat-popping, but Marley, built like a middle-weight boxer, floated in his knee-length leather jacket.

Rap’s gut burned as soon as the new Somalis appeared. His gut was always on fire, but Marley and Lexus were barrels of kerosene.

Yeah, the store owners knew them and there were daps all round, but when Lexus passed around a spliff—practically a ganja donair—Rap ached to get up and get out.

And if he had, if he’d just kot-tam listened to his instincts chirping madly in his ears, he wouldn’t’ve gotten gut-punched and dropped, then stomped and had his feet and hands duct-taped.
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Ahmed bolted out the back door one second before Marley slipped the shotgun from his coat like an extra arm.

“Get that muthafucka!” Marley’d ordered Lexus, but the partner gave up the chase after only seconds in the alley, came back and helped Marley usher Rap, Jackie Chan, Nuke, Deng and Juk to the back room and put beatings on them all.

Rap was face down, his knife stuck uselessly inside his back pocket above his ass.

Out of his peripheral vision, Rap caught Marley, leering, blunt in his left hand and shotgun in his right. “Where’s my fuckin stuff, Hass?”

“Mar, man, it aint my fault!” whined Hassan, face-down on the floor and taped like Rap. “Ahmed, he, he, he used it. I told him not to, but, but—”

Lexus stomped Hassan’s skull into the cracked lino.

“I aint fuckin kiddin around, Hass!” yelled Marley. “Lex!”

Lexus stepped around the men on the floor.

Rap’s gut burned hotter, twisting even harder. He hated Jackie Chan for getting him killed. He’d been on the run since he was a baby, if being carried by your mother counted as running. Sudan. Chad. Ethiopia. Kenya. Here.

To go through all that, only to die in a rinky-dink store surrounded by racks of giant pants and shitty, puffy jackets gaudied over with ultra-busy platinum designs—

Thunder—

Jackie Chan screamed, and so did Hassan and Rap and Deng and Juk—

Rap’s face was hot and wet on one side.

Cracked open an eye in that direction.

Nuke’s head was half gone.

Rap saw white bone and a piece of eye sticking out of red and black mash.

“Now, Hass, you know I’m serious,” rumbled Marley. “You only got four more human shields till I get to you. So unless I get my fuckin product—”

“Bismillah, Marley, I ain’got it—”

Thunder—

“Three more. Runnin outta chances, Hass.”

Rap was quivering, shaking, his teeth chattering in the heat. He couldn’t tell who was the new death.

“Please, please, Mar, I’m serious! I don’t—”

THUNDER—

And then there was chaos Rap couldn’t see—someone got knocked over, and someone else took a hit and went down screaming. Rap shut his eyes so hard he saw flares.

Shouting and swearing and that gut-puckering sound of a joint being dislocated, a sound that’d puked itself out of his own shoulder in a refugee camp in Chad and there’d been no doctor—now, now, the same sound, four times: POP-POP-POP-POP—
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Sirens screamed.

Someone.

Kneeling beside Rap.

Tugging at his wrists.

Jailing the scream behind his clamped jaws, Rap slit open his eyes:

A man, grunting while he sawed through the tape, sweating, a black-and-gold skullcap above black kinks and grey wisps, matching the mix in the long goatee with no moustache. Black t-shirt. Biceps bulged under skin of trim arms working the duct tape, skin lighter than either Rap’s or Jackie Chan’s, halfway between chocolate and milk.

Rap strained to swivel his neck, scoped the murderers broken in wrong angles all over floor, screaming the pain of a dozen bones snapped like balsa under ballpeen.

Couldn’t see a gun, bat or even pipe. Which meant this man’d taken out the killers with nothing but his empty hands.

And then Rap scoped the bloody, cratered carcasses of what used to be four men.

Tape was off. Rap and JC jumped up to split.

“What the hell you two doing?” demanded the goateed man. His widely-spaced eyes glared like a goat’s. If the man’d had horns, he would’ve charged. “You can’t leave now—you’re witnesses!”

Jackie Chan’s eyes whipped wildly. “That’s why we’re leaving!” He grabbed Rap and Rap’s legs moved before Rap gave them the order.

“Hey!” shouted the man. “Hey, you freakin little creeps—you can’t just—”

Outside, through the front door swinging loose like an invitation, the boys bolted past Nuke’s car, sprinted across the street and ducked into the space between two stores just as the cops landed past the diagonal of where 111th Ave start bent into 112th.

 

“Get down!” hissed JC under wailing sirens.

“What the hell?”

“They’ll see us running, dude!”

Three cruisers flaring the night into red-blue-red-blue seized the storefront’s street. Red-blue smeared into purple over Bootays’ roof, painting the second storey of the next-door Hyper-Market.

Goatee-but-no-moustache man, skullcap raked to the side, took position at the door, hands-up, said something to the cops leaping from their cars and plunging for cover at the sight of him.

“No,” he shouted, “I’m the one who put the call in!”

“GET THE FUCK DOWN ON THE GROUND!”

Halfway to kneeling, he had just enough time to raise his forearm against the beating the cops hurled on him like boulders from a cliff.

“We can’t just let them do him like that!” said Rap. “We gotta do something!”

JC shook his head. “Dude—Nuke’s car, like, it’s not Nuke’s.”

“You stole it?”

“Not me—Nuke! Just a little joy-riding, man—he wasn’t gon fence it! But there’s dead people in there now! Think they’ll believe us?”

On the ground, Mr. Goatee cock-punched one cop and put him down. Then another lit him up with a Taser. Years later Rap would swear he smelled burning skin and hair.

With cops fully focused on cuffing and hauling away the man who’d just saved Raphael Garang’s and Jamal Abdi’s young lives, the two youths hunched down the space between two stores like rats chasing through sewers.
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Thirty minutes of tearing through alleys and side-streets, thirty hours of jumping behind trash cans at every distant siren, thirty days of gasping for breath and failing to stifle the gasps—

And suddenly Rap realised Jackie Chan was gone, and he was alone.
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At last, back at the front door of his crib. Rap’s key, trembling against the lock: clicketty-ticketty-clinketty—.

Two hands. Shoving the key. In.

The clock’s angry red LEDs burned 2:03.

Shoes off. Tip-toed past his mother’s room, even though she probably wasn’t even in.

A scream.

He froze.

The phone rang again.

He bolted to his bedroom.

Third ring, and still his mother wasn’t picking up. Was it the police? Or—

Fourth ring and the answering machine got it, two o’clock in the fucking morning and after the robot voice said nobody was home, that stupid, angry voice sloshed out of the speaker like stomach acid, and calling tonight of all nights, Rap just wished that muthafuckas would—

Tried pulling off the sweat-drenched shirt sticking to his back like a snake failing at shedding skin. Finally, off, and saw shirt the red spatters and small grey chunks .

Ran to the toilet, puked until he hacked up nothing but acrid yellow stripes. Briefly considered burning his shirt until he remembered the smoke alarm.

Instead he cut the old t-shirt into pieces, put them inside an empty 4L Lucerne Neapolitan ice cream tub from the recycling bin, and drowned them in bleach.

Only bruises were on his chest and thighs.

Washed somebody stranger’s memories and life off his face.

Shivered himself to sleep on that hot summer night.

 

Dreaming: falling from the clouds till he crashed through the street, and down through the earth until his plunged into magma.
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I


 was in charge of our child army out in the desert, a bunch of chubby-cheeked soldiers feasting from gourds full of mushrooms, snails and beetles during the long nights I trained them to kill.

The kids—all two hundred of them including stragglers we’d picked up along the way—did like I told them. Shai, he was the next oldest after me, was my second-in-command. We were the ones who planned the counter-attack on the night-raiders.

That’s what led to every last one of us but me being hunted down and killed . . . or worse. Because there is always something worse.

By the time we’d spent three months out in the desert, sleeping in caves or in burnt-out homes by day and changing location every night, the kids started toughening up.

That’s what constant fear and struggling just to live does to you. You just hope you don’t shatter.

Back then I dreamed every night that my mother was looking for me, and that just when she picked me up, the night-raiders hacked us both to pieces.

I’d wake up crying, hoping no one had heard me. But whoever was sleeping next to me would be shivering.


 

The kids were hardly even crying any more, except when they were asleep. That’s when it was worst. Like dogs howling in the distance. No—like puppies. Whimpering in a mound.

But still, they got cleverer every day, scrambling through all the wrecked places we found, digging through the ashes and the skulls, finding cups, tools, knives, anything we could use to survive.

The kids even got good at night-fishing, which is extremely tough, because the water’s black and if the Moon is shining, then all you can see is its reflection broken into a thousand shining stars.

So you had to keep your eyes open and a sharpened stick in your hand, and then when you saw any movement, strike like a scream of lightning, and hope you didn’t stab your friend’s foot next to you.

But the fish never saw our fishers, because by then I’d taught almost all of them how to turn themselves into shadows.

The best fisher we had was Jedu. He was a year younger than Shai, and he taught the others. On good nights, Jedu made sure every one of us ate.

“You’re the best fisher I’ve ever seen,” Shai always told him. Shai made sure to praise the kids whenever they did their chores right. Me, I thought he was spoiling them.

We cooked over coals, the remains of covered fires. We kept small fires so we didn’t attract bandits, devils or the murderers who’d slaughtered our people.
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“Shai,” I told him the night we began planning our revolt, “you know that if we don’t find a way to kill all the raiders, eventually they’ll kill all of us, right?”

“I know,” he said, nodding like he’d been thinking the same thing but’d been too afraid to say the words out loud.

But we were both full of shit. We were just kids. We didn’t really know anything.

The truth is, the best thing would’ve been if we’d just kept running. Found an oasis or some deep caves. The Blackland is huge, and the Destroyer would never’ve found us.

That’s what we called him. We didn’t know who the raiders’ leader was, but we knew they had to have one. The kind who turned whole villages into smoking graveyards.

So Shai and I had the kids scavenge for all the farm tools they could get, especially anything with a blade. We didn’t have swords or bows, and even if we did, we were all too small to use them.

But if you sharpened a spade enough, you had a dagger. A rake we could turn into a trident or pike. And a hatchet, that was the best find of all.

I didn’t know much about fighting except for how to use a dagger, which Duam, the biggest soldier, had taught me. But Shai knew how to wrestle.

So when we weren’t searching for food, that’s what we did. It was the only real fun we had during that season of survival, practicing with short sticks or long rock chips for knives and throwing each other around.

“Get im! Throw im! Smash im!” they’d scream, getting so riled up watching a match that Shai and I had to hiss at them to shut up just so every bandit, enemy ranger or devil in the world wouldn’t come butchering.

 

But we had two boys, Gab and Ashgaga. Always fooling around. Slacking and straggling. Amazing they lasted as long as they did.

They were supposed to be gathering fruit, since neither one could fish worth a damn.

But it was my fault. I was in charge. I knew they were stupid and untrustworthy, but I started letting them go out unsupervised.

Those idiots came back to camp singing—actually singing—under the starlight.

We were all absorbed by a wrestling match, when suddenly nets like finger-thick spiderwebs were strangling almost all of us. Three of our best fighters ducked, grabbed their pikes and plunged them through the murderers—I saw eyes bulging on those bastards maybe more from shock than the agony that sent their souls to incineration.

I dipped my knife into every adult leg I could and yanked back hard and sideways. But there were too many of them—

“Run!” I ordered, everyone dashing for the river, hoping to escape like we did on the night of fire.

Back then I’d had to turn them all into shadows myself. This time I didn’t because I’d taught them all how to do it themselves. But they were so panicked, they either forgot to do it or forgot how to, and nets took some and arrows took others.

The rest of us got to the river, chased by slaughterers splashing after us, who suddenly stopped terrified and ran out of the water screaming.

I looked up and saw why just before a wave knocked me down.

A giant mouth.

Rising from the water, taller than a palm tree, skinning back and revealing a thousand stalactite teeth.

Smoke stinking like puke and shit shot out of the maw, and half the kids instantly dropped into the water. The monster sucked their floating bodies in with a raging roar, sounding like the sky being ripped to shreds.

I tried running, but the monster rose and slammed into the water, and the swell lifted me off my feet.

I rammed face-first into the mud, then the water sucked me back, and I was falling into its mouth—

The abomination my mother named the Devourer of Millions of Souls.

 

3.

 

Even inside its belly, there were teeth.

They gave us our only light, those murderous grinders, shining like devil-shattered pieces of the moon.

We were crushed in upon each other down there, stacked five and even ten bodies high. Trapped. Suckers on its bellywalls clutching us in place on top of each other, no food, no water but the stinking filth in the thing’s stomach, pissing and shitting all over each other because we couldn’t move.

Crying there was even worse than back in the cave. It echoed more. It mixed with the Devourer’s rage and came back sounding like our bodies being knackered at the joints.

The only thing I could do to keep from going insane was to hold onto the fang closest to me.

“Shai!”

He was pinned right on top of me.

“Grab hold of this tooth.”

“What? Why?”

“See that crack? Maybe if we can cause this monster some pain, it’ll open its mouth.”

“And drown us? Or just chew us up?”

“How long do you think we can survive like this? I’d rather die trying to escape, if that’s what it takes.”

He shut up. Grabbed on. So did the boys above him and below me.

“Everyone, pull!” I said. “Now push!”

We went back and forth, pulling and then pushing. First we could wiggle the tooth. Eventually we could move it. And then the crack split wider.

And when we broke the tooth, the Devourer howled enough to pierce our eardrums to bleeding.

Suddenly we were shooting up its throat and exploding from its mouth, falling and splashing in scum and mud and slime.

I held my breath, splashing, swimming blindly with muck in my eyes and my mouth and nostrils, until I felt rocks and mud underneath my feet.

Dragging myself out on the shore in the darkness, I collapsed gasping on a bog of reeds and mush, watching the monster submerge and a wave bulging up and crashing a bunch of kids down on top of me.

 

4.

 

I dragged out everyone else I could see. They were scattered all over the scummy long-grass, hacking up brine.

I found a shard of the Devourer’s shattered fang, the length of my forearm and still shining like lightning. I tucked it through my sopping waist-sash.

On my left, Shai, face-down, unconscious. I flipped him over.

A shard of tooth stood up from his belly. Blood seeped around the base, pulsing, bubbling. And then stopped.

I ordered the survivors to call out their names. They choked them out spluttering and snuffling.

We were once over two hundred.

We were down to two dozen.

In dim light, we huddled together, shivering and crying.

 

5.

 

Above the skeleton trees—at last—

The Sun.

You could look right at it without hurting your eyes. Pus-white, a pale circle, hovering beyond the fog. Fog as thick as milk . Like grey blood.

“Everyone! Listen up!” I said. “It’s morning. We don’t know if the monster’s coming back, or if the raiders followed us. Before sunset, we’ve got to get food, water, and a place to hide—hey!”

Some of the kids were drinking the scum-slicked water.

Four of them, the ones who’d gulped the most, suddenly puked. Blood shot out of their mouths and noses, burst from their ears and eyes. They keeled over, plunged into the swamps, sank like rocks.

The others, the ones who’d just been slurping, started keening like hyenas. Yipping and laughing and howling and screeching. Then jumping, staggering, thrashing.

I ordered them all not to drink the water, but then I saw it in their faces, their terror when they realised it the moment I did: all of them had sucked in water when we’d plunged into the swamps in the first place.

It started in their fingers. Twitching. Then in their hands and arms. Then they were flailing, screaming and dancing.

When they stopped, the black from their eyes had drowned to white.

And they all began slogging away to nowhere.

“Where are you going? Come back here!”

They ignored me, or maybe they didn’t hear me . . . I couldn’t tell which.

I tried grabbing them, punching them, kicking them, knocking them down. It didn’t make a difference. This entire land, this ugly, horrible, shit-stinking bog as far as I could see, these swamps of death, had murdered all us kids who’d survived the night of fire more than three months before.

Everyone but me.

So I was alone.

 

6.


I ran. As best as I could. In the mud.

Sometimes it sucked its way up my legs as far as my ass, like it was trying to eat me. I pulled my way out with branches, vines, anything I could reach.

When night came, I climbed a tree, hid up in one like a bird, hoping there weren’t any lions or devils that’d find me sleeping and rip the meat off my face.

I was shaking with fear up in those branches. I could even hear the leaves rattling. I clutched my fang-shard so hard my hand bled.

But finally I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and I fell asleep dreaming I was falling. Falling into my mother’s arms. Before some horrible thing crawled out of the darkness to rip us into meat and blood.

 








The Book of Now

 

1.


 

R


ap’s legs: jolting under his covers.

Feet, aching from breaking through the street after falling a millionth time in his dreams.

The shell of Sunday morning cracked open.

Sweating. Dry throat. Tongue like sandpaper.

Sleep’d sucked. But even it was better than the shakes and cold he’d had the night before. When he’d been lying literally one footstep away from having had a shotgun paint his brains across the linoleum of a hip hop clothing store in Kush.

Had to take a whiz. Fought it. Finally went, then back to his room.

Terrified the phone would ring.

Or that the door would knock.

And that cops would Taser him and haul him away just like they did the goateed man in the skullcap—or worse, the men busting in would be friends of the killers that the goateed man had crushed.

Rap hauled out comics. Tried to read.

When lunch came and he’d been in his room the whole time, his mother knocked on his door. He told her he was sick. She didn’t push it—just insisted he get his homework done.

He skipped dinner, too, at which time she finally came inside his room to check on him.

Smelled the ice cream pail full of bleach, saw the cut-up cloth soaking in it.


“What’s this?” Suspicious.

“Science project,” he said immediately. He hoped not too immediately. To sell it better: “I asked you for help with it three times already. I couldn’t wait forever—”

“Well, I’m sorry, butt I’ff been busy tryingk to pay the bills around here,” she said instantly. Bingo.

To keep her reeling. “That’s where you were last night?”

“Yes, as a mutter of factt.”

“Cuz I thought maybe you were over at—”

“I wass workingk.”

A breath. “Are you planning to go to school tomorrow?”

Sure as hell felt sick, so he figured he must’ve looked it to her. She left and returned with a glass of water. “Probably just the flu,” she said.

He drank it down, the water filling the cracks in his lips, driving out their pain. “Sleep it off,” she said, closing the door behind her.

He’d barely slept the night before, but his mind ached like he’d been sleeping for a day. For a life.

~~~

 

When he didn’t look better on Monday morning, she gave him permission to stay home from school and asked him if he wanted Jell-O. When he said no, she frowned and told him she’d call home to check up on him.

While flipping frantically through papers in her satchel, she verbally uploaded her schedule to him: a 9 am meeting with the Multicultural Health Brokers Coop, a 10:30 at EISA to help some new Rwandan family . . . . By the time she recited her 1 pm with a Nuer woman trying to find work, he was lost.

“There’re sambusas from Mebrat’s in the fridge if you gett hungry,” she said, kissing his forehead. She returned with a tube of skin cream and said. “You’re ashy.”

Told him what she’d left in the fridge for him. Maybe twice to set up that she really was busy. And then running around frantically looking for something (papers? Always papers).

Heard the apartment door click shut. Closed his eyes. Tried to sleep.

Thunder.

And his eyes opened.

 

2.

 

Tuesday. Rap went to school, but in first period he was a zombie and must’ve looked it, because people were avoiding eye contact with him even more than usual.

No wonder. At the class break, saw his face in the bathroom mirror: stoned-looking, crazy eyes. Groggy and angry at the same time.

Math class. Supposed to be doing trig. Couldn’t focus. Half of every minute: sketching action poses of Static, Adam Warlock, King Peacock, ’Pac, Lupe, NWA’s original five.

The other half of every minute: sweating, staring at the door, bracing for the constable to charge into the classroom and cuff-haul him out to a waiting cruiser.

 

Lunch. Wasn’t hungry. Went to the school library to check the newspapers. No mention in Sunday’s, of course, but Monday’s front page hefted

 

Four shot dead in store

Three suspects in custody, police suspect Somali drug gangs

 

Hustled the paper over to a carrel, heart punching his throat, thinking the store had to’ve had a security camera, pleading

Don’t let my photo be in there . . . .

Photos, yeah, but none of them his.

Family-supplied shots of the victims, mug shots of the two shooters. The story cited a third man in police custody charged with aggravated assault—

“Hey!”

Rap jumped back, sent his chair crashing—

—but it was only Jackie Chan standing there in his mini-dreads.

“Dude, chill,” he whispered. Everyone was staring. He picked up Rap’s chair.

His ever-present headphones were absent. Which is maybe why he wasn’t bopping, and his pine-cone locks weren’t keeping a beat.

“Have you seen this?” whispered Rap, nodding towards the paper.

“Yeah.”

“They charged the guy who saved us with aggravated assault! He’s in jail right now!”

“Really?”

“I thought you said you saw this!”

“I didn’t read it—I just saw it.” He picked up the paper, scanned it. “Damn.”

“What’re we gonna do?” said Rap, grabbing JC’s upper arm. “He saved our lives—we can’t just leave him in jail!”

JC jerked his arm back. “Dude, I already told you about the car! We go to the police . . . look, you already saw what they did to a guy who stopped a coupla killers. Whaddaya think they’ll do to us?”

Rap: caught like a moth on a pin.

“Well, we gotta do something. Maybe call one of those anonymous tip lines or something. Like Crimestoppers.”

“I’ont know. Maybe. Just don’t get us caught, aiight? You know they record those calls, know who’s calling—”

“No they don’t—”

“They say they don’t.”

Rap nodded, scowled.

JC said, “Funeral’s tomorrow. Up at the CIC. You wanna come with me?”

Rap was used to the burn—that was his name for it—the buzzing, the tightness, the wincing-stab between his eyes, the heat that bit his skin like a lit match. He walked with it, slept with it, ate with it, showered with it, brushed his teeth with it, went to school and went home with it.

But this was worse. Now it was someone’d yanked open his collar and dumped glowing coals down his neck and back, burning the meat right off his shoulder blades and ribs.

Almost fascinated him, it was so intense, until the pain spiked and he thought for just a second he was having a heart attack or a stroke. Then he remembered from Bio class that if he were having cardiac arrest his left arm would be tingling, and since he could remember the digits of his own telephone number, it couldn’t be a stroke, either.

Grade 11 was less than a month from being done. Term essays and projects were due and final exams were rolling toward him like a line of tanks, followed by two months of nothingness until his final year.

And bass to that treble, here was this nut JC expecting him to go to the funeral of strangers butchered on a store’s killing floor right next to him.

He’d lived. They hadn’t. Because of a stranger that he’d let police club like an animal.

A stench, like someone’d taken a shit behind the carrel a week ago and no one’d cleaned it up yet.

But it was only JC, standing there in front of him, unwrapping the foil on an oily-onion-dripping burger. Reaching into one of the pockets on his mega-jeans, he pulled out three Kraft slices so creased they’d’ve crumbled without their plastic wrap. Then he un-bunned the top of the burger, laid down his cheese.

“God,” said Rap.

“What?” said JC, slobbering. “Sjust a cheeseburger.”

“’Sdisgusting.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“All that cheese. How can you load up a burger like that with all that congealed cow lactate?”

“What’re you, Jewish? No mixing your meat and milk?”

“If they don’t do that, then I’ll convert.”

“No food in the library!” snapped the librarian from across the room at his checkout desk. “Take it outside!”

“Well?” said JC, rewrapping and pocketing his burger, nodding for them to leave.

“Well what?”

“You coming with me to this memorial service or what?”

“Fine,” said Rap as they cleared the book-scanning gate just when the bell rang the end of lunch. “Fine.”

 

English class, five minutes later.

Thinking about the memorial service.

Knowing he had a duty to get this man out of jail but not knowing how without maybe going away himself.

Knowing he had a duty to thank this man who’d saved his brains from getting pizzaed.

From across the room, hearing and smelling JC finishing his cheese-monster.

Made it as far as the trash can before puking up the tuna sandwich and apple his mother’d packed him.

“Oh, shi-i-it!” razzed Matej, the skinhead-looking Croatian kid who thought he was the White Tupac. “Dawg, thass nasty. Don’t be killin forties at lunch no more, yo.”

“Matej, enough,” said the teacher. “Rap, can you make it to the office?”

 

Evening. Mum wasn’t in yet, as usual. In front of their glacial-speed computer, sipping Lipton’s Chicken Cup of Soup broth just so he didn’t starve.

An email popped up. Which was weird, since he never got email from anyone. But the school insisted everyone have an email account linked to their and their parents’ home accounts.

It was that fool JC with a link to Somal-E-Town.com, a video story posted from the CBC news site, with still photos and footage doubling up on the reporter’s narration:

 

Part Good Samaritan, part Bruce Lee, Mr. Yimunhotep Ani is a Kush-area store-owner who intervened on Saturday night’s multiple homicide while it was unfolding next door to his own store, as this stunning security footage leaked to YouTube demonstrates.

 

Freaking amazing! Rap’d been face-down—there he was, that was him, nothing to ID him, thank god—so he never actually saw what’d happened.

This old man, Yim-something-something, smashed through the two killers like an axe through dry branches.

Rap jabbed the spacebar, rewound, watched it again. And again. And again.

According to the video file clock, the whole combat lasted two less than two seconds.

Clicking, frame by frame:

Killers in long coats standing over victims.

Black blur slipping from the back.

Hand chop into neck of Killer #2.

Rushing leg takes out #1’s feet.

#1 spinning mid-air, as if his hips were on an axle.

#1 on floor, blur moving towards Killer #2 turning round.

#2 hefting shot gun.

Blur’s left hand intercepting barrel, gripping, yanking forward.

Rotating trunk, right hand spearing into #2’s throat.

Right hand raking #2’s eyes and face, right foot puncturing #2’s groin.

#2 on the floor.

Blur slowing into a man, stomping #1’s knees.

Then #2’s.

Finally Rap let the rest of the video roll:

 

Crippling the two assailants, Ani saved the lives of two unidentified teenage boys who escaped immediately after.

But when police arrived, instead of thanking Ani, they arrested him. And, says Mr. Ani, they brutalised him.

Although police initially denied any wrong-doing, the leaked security footage has gone viral, becoming an internet sensation and racking over a hundred thousand hits in two days.

The resulting public outcry has forced police to change their story, release Ani and issue an apology.

Meanwhile, the reluctant internet icon has issued no statement of his own, but is now widely known online as “Blackbelt Jones,” “the Bulletproof Monk” and “Morpheus.”

Thousands of adoring comments from a range including pro-gun groups and inner-city-renewal activists have claimed Ani as a hero.

In regard to a civil suit against the police and the City, Ani’s lawyer, Bamba Diabate, says “all options are on the table.” Ben Coxworth, CBC News, Edmonton.

 

Was this guy for real? Had Rap actually been inside the same room as this superhero?

Hoped when he finally went to apologise to him, the man would shake his hand and not rip it off.

 

3.

 

The next day Rap and JC were busing it up 127th Street, a traffic-clogged lane of stout, drab businesses that city planners must’ve forgotten during extended lunch breaks, or maybe designed while sniping at each other.

Rap tried spacing out through his music, a One Self track called “Fear the Labour” with a strings like a Russian folk song (he knew the sound from a documentary he’d seen on the USSR in Social Studies).

Jolting him back to reality was the sight of Jackie Chan on the opposite seat drinking chocolate milk out of a Tupperware soup container.

JC caught his look.

“I buy the, like, big cartons, the two litre ones,” said JC between slurps, embarrassed. “I usually, you know, fill my water bottle with it for school. But, uh, I lost it.”

“What happened to your i-Pod?”

“Huh?” Slurp.

“You always usedta have your DJ headphones on. Even in class. You’re not wearing em.”

JC came over next to Rap, spoke softly. “I, uh, lost it . . . on Saturday night. At WEM. When Nuke was, like . . . finding a car.”

Rap didn’t even try keeping his voice disapproval-free. Too tired, and the burn was smoking his patience into ashes. “Why you do that, anyway?”

Jackie Chan looked out the window, probably for reasons.

“I’ont know. Wasn’t really my thing, to be honest. Nuke . . . we grew up together. Usedta go biking together. Even bowling when we were in grade six. Now . . . . ” Shrugged.

“You’re taking this pretty well,” said Rap. “If you guys were really so roped.”

“We go back, true dat.” Long drink, then back-of-hand mouth wipe. Then he sealed the lid on his drink-tub and slid it into his knapsack. “He was like an old t-shirt. Fulla holes, got Old Spice-crusty armpits, but you still can’t throw it out.”

He was trying to be funny, but he looked like he wanted to cry.

 

4.

 

They rode in silence, got off on 132nd Avenue and took a transfer over to 113th and the single minaret that stood in front of the CIC.

Building’s front had onion-peak arches built over the doors, and a white exterior aging into perpetual dirtiness. Above was a dome with a crescent-and-star glinting the high sunlight of a late afternoon in June.

The parking lot was jammed with cars, and so were the streets. People streamed towards the CIC, Somali men either in blazers or flowing white jalabeeyahs or sometimes both, men with short hair and men wearing embroidered fezzes, and muhajabaat in long iridescent skirts and black blouses floating down the sidewalk like a rainbow of swans.

Cop cars, four of them, up and down the block, and a few jive plainclothes White men with short mustaches joining the marchers who looked like the only time they’d ever seen the inside of a mosque was from surveillance photos.

Rap and Jackie Chan slipped inside a throng of mourners, hoping like hell the cops wouldn’t see them or connect them to the security camera footage up on YouTube—maybe there’d been more that hadn’t made it onto the news that showed their faces. Who’d posted it, anyway? Wasn’t that Morpheus guy still in jail?

Burn was bad as ever, sizzling his legs and arms and forehead. He thought he was going to pass out on the way inside, but JC caught him.

“You okay?”

“Yeah,” he said. “Just tripped. Thanks.”

 

 

 

5.

 

Found two empty chairs together near the back of the auditorium. Jackie Chan went to make wudu.

When he came back his face was still wet from washing.

Rap didn’t practice his mother’s family’s Islam or his father’s Christianity. So he didn’t make wudu or genuflect or look in vain for holy water or anything else.

What he did do was sit raging to himself how JC could walk around the CIC with Somalis by the boatload nodding
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