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For my wife, Sharon

Thank you for opening your heart, my eyes, and the door to places I never thought possible.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOREWORD
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I remember how, at age 12, on my way home from school, I found myself standing in front of a shop window, terrified and yet strangely mesmerized by the movie poster on display. In the absence of videotapes, heavily cut, 8mm single reel releases were still the only available format for home use, but I knew of only one person who actually owned a projector. There was no doubt. I wanted, no, I had to see this film. But how was another question. For now, all I had was the shop display with its lobby cards depicting images so horrifying they occupied not only my nightmares but created a sense of dread deep within like I had never felt before. An addictive delight in something so ghoulish that it was impossible to shake and instead pre-occupied every waking thought. I stood in front of that display every day on my way to and from school until they changed it out. Then I consumed every bit of media from the film I could lay my hands on. From reading the book and looking at movie magazines, to listening to Goblin’s disturbingly eerie soundtrack on vinyl while imagining the scenes in my darkened bedroom. But it wasn’t until almost two years later when the advent of VHS finally allowed for my inaugural viewing of what is still one of the most influential movies of my life, igniting a lifelong love affair with George A. Romero’s 1978 Dawn of the Dead and a genre not only exciting to those who can see its social relevance but easily misunderstood and dismissed by many for its affinity with gore. From that point forward, no walk down an empty road or a trip to the cellar has ever been the same!

These days the marketplace (thankfully not yet the world!) is crawling with the undead and any imaginable variety thereof. It’s getting a little crowded for my old friend, the Zombie, the plethora of thematic offshoots consequently not always dignified, or at least not paying the respect to the original idea and what, pardon the pun, brought it to life. Now, later in life, I can see how the latter still derives meaning from global developments, many of which periodically give rise to a general feeling of Angst, a fear of the future and of doom that nowadays seems to lurk around every corner, relentlessly pursuing us all without reprieve. For the last 10 years, I have called East Africa my home, where I continue to work in some of the most volatile contexts in the world today. Contexts, where life is as fickle as can be and threats as real as they come. Contexts that give rise to some of the most terrible diseases, wars, and suffering humankind has ever seen. I have always wondered, thus, why the concept of global apocalypse, as far as entertainment media are concerned, seems mostly reserved for Western settings. 

It is in this vein that I have tried to write this book: A homage to the genre and, at the same time, an amalgamation of experiences on a continent that is as beautiful, gentle, and genuine as it can be raw, brutal and terrifying at times. Dead Hemisphere is not only a book from East Africa. It is a book for East Africa.

I sincerely hope that you enjoy reading about our main characters’ journey as much as I enjoyed writing it. I have tried my best to tell the story and avoid mistakes that so often plague this type of publication. For the ones that have persisted despite these efforts, I beg your indulgence.

To borrow from the ultimate authority on the subject of the living dead, George A. Romero: 

“The only advice you can give is, 'Don't let the bad stuff keep you down.” 

Oh Lion in a peculiar guise
Sharp Roman road to Paradise,
Come eat me up, I’ll pay thy toll
With all my flesh, and keep my soul.
——May Stevie Smith
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PROLOGUE
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First light fell through the torn floral curtains covering the small window. It crept across the compacted dirt floor of the Spartan mud hut. A figure sat on the edge of the bed against the back wall. His gaze followed the trembling fingers of light until they covered his own in the first warmth of the new day. He looked down at his greyish hands and watched as another bead of cold sweat dripped into his palm. 
It had started as a general malaise. Easy to dismiss and nothing unusual. When he first went down with the fever, which to anyone else might have looked like another bout of Malaria, his wife had been the first to notice something different about him. Here in central Africa, the flu and other diseases were as commonplace as the parasites that spread them. And yet there had been unmistakable signs. Signs that something more sinister was afoot. Dark blotches had appeared on his back within days, and instead of slow improvement, he had seen his health deteriorate rapidly. His wife had initially sought help from the village medicine man. And when his potions and rituals failed, she had sought advice from the pastor. But in the end, even the older and learned man from Kinshasa was of little avail beyond words of comfort.

It was when the neighbour’s wife from across the maize field came running one morning that things took a turn for the worse. She had burst into their hut, wide-eyed, beside herself with grief and screaming in panic. Her husband had come down with the same illness a few days earlier and finally passed away in the night under the most horrid of circumstances. 

Within a few days, reports started coming in from all around. Distressed neighbours from near and far sought help, sharing their stories of loved ones succumbing to what everyone began to suspect was another outbreak of Ebola.

His wife had sat by his side in tears, while his children watched on, huddled together in the far corner of the hut, frightened as their father, face swollen almost beyond recognition, slipped in and out of consciousness. They had heard about this terrible disease that now and again rose its ugly head and lay waste to entire villages. But they had always just been stories, anecdotes relayed via the inter-village grapevine. Now death was on their own doorstep, here for their father. And as the children sobbed, his wife had sat in silence, cooling his forehead with a damp cloth and wondering what their future would look like if they were lucky enough to escape without falling ill as well.

It was then that a miracle had been bestowed upon them. It had started as a faint hum, but soon the swishing of rotor blades filled the air all around their hut, a growing whirlwind threatening to dislodge its thatched roof. Like a furious angel, the large white helicopter had landed in a tornado of dust and debris, spilling forth its cargo of unusual saviours. Men in bulky white full-body suits, complete with oxygen tanks and large hoods, had burst into the hut minutes later and begun their work, with the rest of the frightened family cowering on the other side of the sparsely furnished space. One of them, who as much as he had arrived with the others, stood apart from the group. The man wore plain clothes, corduroy pants and a checkered shirt, the type and style of a school teacher’s. He paid no attention to the men and their apparatuses, but instead just knelt down next to the children. He calmly explained he was a doctor and that they had a new medicine that would save their father’s life. It was all he ever had to say. Before long, their father was given a range of injections, and the white angel disappeared again into the blue sky, taking with it the men and their equipment, leaving behind the family in prayer that the kind doctor had spoken the truth, and that he would keep his promise to return within the week to check on progress.

For the next 24 hours, they had sat and watched their father. Slowly at first but then ever more rapidly, his symptoms eased. Miraculously the swelling subsided, his features once again recognizable. The bruises disappeared, his fever dropped dramatically, and the very next morning, he opened his eyes again for the first time in days. His wife and their neighbours summoned the preacher and held impromptu sessions of prayer and worship. They gave thanks and praise for the husband’s speedy recovery, which no doubt was nothing short of a miracle granted by the Almighty himself.

Now, two days later, his hands trembled in the beams of morning light breaking through the torn curtain covering the tiny window near his bed, and beads of sweat splashed onto the red dirt floor below his feet. 'I just need to get up and get going,' he thought to himself. 'Do some work outside, look after the crops, and I will be right as rain again.' Feeling weak, he pushed himself up from the simple makeshift bed and, careful not to wake his wife and children, stepped outside. The warmth of the morning sun felt good on his cold and clammy body. He noticed the dark veins. Standing out against the greyish black skin, they now covered most of his arm and torso. 

“Time to get moving,” he mumbled in defiance and, grabbing his old hoe, walked along the narrow dirt path leading into the family’s maize fields. He paused for a moment as he passed the makeshift cemetery. The horrors of war and the unimaginable cruelty with which warlords had ruled had left their mark on his family, just as they had on the entire region. In the tall grass, roughly carved crosses, crooked and weather-beaten marked the resting places of loved ones gone before him. His nephew and niece, along with their father and mother, or what was left of them after the marauders had done their bidding, now lay here, peacefully and forever united in the very soil that had sustained their family for generations. 

And then there was Amadou. His second nephew and the one the rebels had taken away. Taken away to be transformed into one of their own. His would be an entirely different kind of living hell, one in which he would be as much a perpetrator of evil as a sufferer from it. They had never heard from Amadou again after that fateful day. He often wondered whether the boy would ever take his rightful place here among his beloved, or whether his body would be cast aside and left to rot wherever it may fall in the course of the rebels’ reign of blood and terror. 

He sighed. Burdened by the memories of the violent deaths of his brother’s family, he lumbered on into the fields. Tall green corn now lined the path on both sides. The upcoming harvest would be a proud achievement, widely celebrated each year in a region where life was fickle at best, and infestations destroyed entire crops in the blink of an eye. His hands stroked the leaves of the plants he himself had sown earlier in the year, a reminder of the cycle of life and how apt he had become at farming, despite his father having passed too early in his life to have given him the necessary knowledge. He reached the far end of the fields where the maize plants skirted the edge of the forest and paused again. A never-before-felt tiredness swept through his body. His knees grew weaker by the minute. What had been a brisk walk during the last few yards had slowed to a shuffle. Like invisible hands drawing him to the ground, he felt the energy draining from within. A dark force descended, compelling his very soul to surrender. His mind threatened to succumb to its siren call, and momentarily he tried to shrug it off. Shaking his head in disbelief at how much the illness had taken out of him, he thanked God and the men in white for his recovery. As much as he tried, though, the fog in his mind grew stronger with every attempt to resist, soon muffling every rational thought, taking over his motor skills and draining him of the very will to go on. It took but a few more clumsy steps before he felt himself fall to the ground. Helplessly and unable to move any further, he lay there on his back, his empty eyes staring at the blue sky above, limbs pinned to the red soil beneath him by some unseen, all-consuming power. 

‘It will be fine,’ he heard himself think, the voice fading into the mist that now completely engulfed his mind. ‘I’ll just lie here for a little while...It will be fine.’

The sun was already low, its last heat-filled ambers burning across the treetops to the west and bathing the maize field in a fiery hue reserved for but a few minutes each day right before dusk. It was still as it always was at this time, when even the usual daytime breeze retreated in awe of the spectacle that was sunset, leaving the air filled but with the sound of the insects heralding evening and the night to come. His eyes opened and stared up at the theatre of orange light across the sky and the clouds above. He had laid there for hours, perfectly still, resting on the warm earth, surrounded by the tall plants. Now, after what seemed like an eternity, his limbs sprang back to life. 

Trembling at first, at last, he moved stiffly, pushed his upper body off the ground, and sat for a while, gazing ahead in stupor. His eyes wandered down along the well-trodden path. Somewhere off in the distance, children’s laughter caught his attention. His head tilted with curiosity. Within a few moments, he managed to get back to his feet. He stood in silence, regaining focus with every passing second. Tall among the maize, he swayed in the evening breeze like the plants around him. His legs barely obeyed his command, but ever so slowly, he found his groove and began his long journey back, here and there staggering off the path and into the field, following the magical sounds of children at play as it shifted direction. Cattle scurried out of his way as he approached their homestead, but he paid no attention and instead picked up his uncoordinated pace towards the lure of the noise up ahead. Dusk was already firmly at hand, the colours of the day reduced to lifeless shades of grey when he finally stepped out into the open. He felt irresistibly drawn to the hut now. There, their evening meal was bubbling over an open fire, and inside their small but comfortable abode, his wife and children were busy shucking corn as they did most evenings. 

He was close now, the flames from the fire reflecting in his eyes and dancing across his pale features. He stretched out his hand towards them. His wife placed another batch of maize into the basket in front of her and looked up. With a furrowed brow, she let out a sigh of relief as she finally saw her husband emerge. The children, seeing their father’s outline appear as it had done a hundred times before, jumped up, screeched with joy, and ran towards the dark figure. 

“Dad, dad...you are finally home. Mum was worried!” 

He raised his stiff arms in excitement, his gaze fixed upon them. He tried to speak, but all that escaped his gaping mouth was a sorrowful moan. The boy, eager to welcome him back, was first to reach him but recoiled when his eyes finally met his father’s. They had once been the loving eyes of a man who cared more for his family than anyone could have imagined. Eyes with such passion that it radiated through and from him in everything he did. Yet now they were no longer those of the man he knew. Empty, lifeless, and grey, devoid of any feeling but burning, hateful lust. He wanted to get away from this thing that had taken possession of his father, but it was already too close. Cold hands clutched at him in deadly embrace, drawing him to its cadaverous mouth and the gnawing teeth that lay beyond it. No matter how hard he tried, he was unable to free himself from its vice-like grip. He watched in horror as his father, with a nimbleness belied by his uncoordinated gait, closed in. Teeth wrapped around his arm. Jaws chomped, again and again, tearing warm flesh from bone. The boy writhed in agony and screamed for his mother. Bone-chilling screeches for help pierced the night air. Like an octopus consuming its prey, the father consumed the boy, his bloodied mouth blindly tearing into soft tissue wherever it could find it.

Frozen in place, first in disbelief then in shock, both the boy’s mother and sister had stopped in their tracks upon hearing the first screams. Torn between protecting her daughter and coming to her son’s aid, the mother finally did what they had rehearsed a thousand times. She quickly shoved the frightened girl towards the safety of the hut and the secret hiding places that lay within. Almost instantly, satisfied that the girl had complied, she started running towards the indiscernible tangle of limbs and shrieks mere feet away from her. But even as she sprinted towards her son, she could see that it was too late. The boy’s body went limp, and his last cry for help subsided in a gurgle of gushing blood from an angry wound in his throat. The gnashing teeth, discarding their former prey, now honed in on their next target. 

In blind rage, she threw herself against the thing that had somehow taken over her husband’s body. She pounded her fists against his arms, his shoulders, and head, but it was no use. Spurred on by the warmth of her flesh, his dead eyes locked with hers, and she knew she would not escape. He dropped the lifeless body of the son, a son his former self could have never hurt, let alone laid a hand on, and instead, his hunger refocused on the living thing before him. 

Somewhere behind the row of maize baskets in the back of the hut, the little girl hid, listening to her mother’s screams. She sobbed as quietly as she could, her eyes wide with terror at what had happened and what she feared was to come. She knew better than to shout or move. Life in rebel-held territory had taught her well. She cowered behind the fullest basket she had been able to find and sought that magical place within her. The place her mother had taught her to go to whenever things got scary, which they had done several times before in her short life so far, although what was happening now made the very word lose much of its meaning. She shivered with terror as every fibre of her being fought to go against her mother’s advice and leave her hiding place. All she wanted was to take off from this dreadful place. Run, run, run from their home, which until minutes ago had stood for all the love and protection she could have wished for. 

Her heart jumped, and his mind whirred with panic. Her mother’s voice, too, had fallen silent and the atmosphere suddenly, eerily returned to the peace and tranquillity that had prevailed moments prior. Crickets chirped, and the fire inside the hut crackled. The night’s attempt at reclaiming tranquillity. Then she heard the shuffling footsteps. Aimless at first, they drew closer and closer, stopping short just of the makeshift entrance. The dying fire's flames flickered, giving way to darkness that crept towards her, gobbling up the only sense of safety left. She longed to become one with the dirt floor beneath her, melt into the walls or miraculously disappear from sight. Whatever it would take to get away from what she knew was right outside the door. And yet, as the deadly silence persisted, she felt more and more compelled to look. Compelled to see if perhaps her father had moved on for lack of stimulus, or somehow had become himself again. That somehow, this had all been a figment of her imagination. Again, she wrestled with herself for what seemed like an eternity there behind the tall woven baskets in the cover of the shadows at the opposite end of the hut. Still, nothing stirred, and were it not for what she had witnessed minutes earlier, the evening air with its usual array of sounds and smells belied the tragedy she had seen with her very own eyes. 

Moving in slow-motion, she shifted her body weight until she was able to raise her head above the edge of the basket. She pressed her forehead against the rough material and peeked through a gap in the pile of corn cobs above its rim. There seemed nothing untoward beyond the low flames of the fire and the remnants of the dinner preparations her mother and herself had been busy with. Again, she waited a few more minutes before getting up onto her knees, allowing her head to poke out inches above the top of the corn. There, in the dancing shadows, just far enough into the night beyond the hut’s entrance, the thing that had been her father now stood like a monolith of evil. It swayed back and forth in some kind of unholy trance, the flames flickering in its glazed-over eyes. The still-fresh smears of the blood of her mother and brother shimmered grotesquely as its mouth opened and closed in moronic monotony. She moved back until she could feel the cool of the hut’s wall against her sweat-soaked back. Careful not to lose sight of the aberration she had still called ‘dad’ only moments earlier, she tried to brace herself against the dried clay. She shifted, desperate to become one with the wall, but the corn husks littering the floor beneath her unclad feet gave way. 

Her foot. Slipped. Forward. 

She could see the creature’s head turn instantly as the basket emptied its contents onto the floor, knocking over pots and pans sitting by the fire, in a deafening clatter. The thing's frame suddenly seemed larger than before as it approached until it finally filled the entrance, and its dead eyes in search of prey honed in on the noise. 

She knew there was no escape now. She squeezed her eyes shut, thought of the warmth of her mother’s embrace, and waited for what was to come. There was an angry hiss as a froth of saliva and blood oozed from the creature’s mouth into the fire’s red hot ambers. A plume of smoke erupted with the smell of burnt tissue. Tears welled up in her eyes. She began to pray the way they had always done as a family in times of hardship and wished herself to a place far away. 

“Our Father...” She folded her hands, and her gentle eyes probed the heavens for mercy. But it was only the thing’s dark silhouette that responded to her plea as it drowned out the light.

It would not be long now before she would feel its breath upon her, and her happy place would be no more. 
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CHAPTER 1
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The smell of fish and frying oil permeated the air, forming a nauseating, almost addictive part of the wet market’s ambiance. The hustle and bustle of vegetable and fruit stalls interspersed with enormous vats of bubbling oil, where Tilapia and fried bread were sizzling and spitting in the hot liquid side by side, and live chicken and goats were running around below giant sides of beef hung from the bamboo rafters of ramshackle stalls covered with UNHCR-branded tarps originally destined to shelter refugees, protecting it all from the harsh dry season sun. The dust of a hundred motorcycles and less-than-roadworthy cars from the nearby dirt road hung thick, threatening to expel the last bit of breathable air from the area. People of all shapes and sizes, walks of life and in all manner of garb were busy haggling, eating, buying, selling, tasting, joking, laughing, fighting, exchanging gossip, yelling, or generally moving about, the eclectic mix of colors forming the intoxicating tapestry of life so often encountered in this part of the world. 

He felt alive for the first time in a while now and months since the honeymoon period of their arrival in Nairobi and along with it the infatuation with a continent that held so much mystery, beauty, and raw, wild, and untamed nature, had worn off amidst the daily grind of office work and ‘making do’ in an environment where even simple things at times posed insurmountable challenges and a crumbling infrastructure sometimes made even the otherwise most straight forward task nigh on impossible. To the casual observer, there was almost a spring in his step as he took in the sights, sounds, and smells around him. 

Walking among the stalls, a big grin on his face was clear evidence of the renewed energy Julie had lamented the lack of for months. 'And rightfully so,' he thought, reminding himself of the dark episodes he had suffered following his discharge from service. A discharge which everyone around him was well aware, had been highly political. He felt compelled to stop and sit down, observe and absorb the dizzying, purposeful chaos. But instead, he pushed himself forward past the jostling people, through the labyrinth of stalls and scurrying animals, to the small, hole-in-the-wall outlet he had been told would be the rendezvous point with his so-called guide. He had been advised against direct contact with the man, a local fixer with questionable reputation and connections to make things happen whenever the diplomacy of the UN and its partners ran aground. After all, in the race for humanitarian funding where crisis-fatigued donors watched and waited hawkishly for the smallest of reasons to withdraw their millions, plausible deniability was a staple defense. 

The market seemed to go on and on forever, the occasional narrow side street providing the only reprieve from the incessant energy, smells, and sounds. Glimpses of a life much simpler than the one he, Julie, and even their parents had been privileged enough to live. Children kicking a rag around in the dust, a dog or two burying their noses in a pile of discarded market refuse. Here and there, a scantily clad woman of sizeable proportions hanging up laundry a story or two above on lines zigzagging between the buildings, the wet clothes providing shade and cooling the daily life that was going on below. 

He was but a few minutes into his journey now, perhaps half a mile from where his worried colleague had dropped him off accompanied by a long list of well-meant warnings about the risks involved. Tom was, after all, a Mzungu. A white guy. And as such a welcome target for thieves, robbers, and scamsters, who could, as his colleague had emphasized, easily make him disappear in the process. "As if you had never existed." The words still stuck in Tom's head. He smiled as he stopped in front of the small restaurant that had been indicated to him as the place for the meeting. In front of it stood a large, cheap aluminium and glass display cabinet with freshly fried Mandazi and rolled up Chapatis; bread to go with the goat stew that was bubbling away in a large cauldron-like contraption behind it. Compared to the searing sunlight outside, the inside of the place appeared dark and dingy. The dirty interior with its plastic-covered, grease-stained tables and splattered walls did little to brighten first impressions. Customers were dotted about, occupying broken plastic chairs. Chatting, slurping away bowls of stew or sweetened tea, they sat enjoying a brief pause from the noise and bustle outside. 

Tom squinted as he tried to make out anyone fitting the description of his nominated contact. Towards the back, near the entrance to what passed for a toilet in these parts, the reflection of a gold chain caught his eye. It belonged to a man in his 30s. Dressed in a tank top, showing off faded tattoos on his shoulders and arms, reflective aviator sunglasses disguised the better part of his scrawny face. In front of him sat a half-full tumbler and an almost empty bottle of Johnny Walker. At the sight of Tom’s silhouette, the man peered over his sunglasses and calmly raised his index finger. Tom nodded to the large inn-keeper, whose belly hung across a stew-stained apron. Beads of sweat ran down his face, flavoring the stew in front of him, and he stirred them into the liquid with a large wooden spoon. 

Despite first impressions, Tom’s contact was rather pleasant to deal with. The conversation flowed with ease, his counterpart all the while checking over Tom’s shoulder as if expecting something to happen at any moment. What that would be, Tom had no idea at this point, but also felt it was better that way. Tom had arrived as a member of an assessment team a few days earlier, his organization mounting support for the WHO-led Ebola response in the north. Had it not been for the fact that the outbreak had featured in just about every piece of news coverage for the past couple of weeks, he would have never been able to tell there was an emergency. At least not by the way people went about their lives here in Kinshasa and everywhere else. He wasn’t sure yet whether this was due to a general devil-may-care attitude towards life and death in a context where the former was cheap and the latter a tangible part of daily existence, or in fact because no one and much less so people even further afield, was actually aware of how serious the situation less than 200 miles northeast of the city had become. Kisangani had always had its fair share of problems and challenges. Refugee crises were as frequent as the changes in season and critical illness in a context where Aspirin was considered high-level treatment was as common as a sneeze. It had been no surprise then that yet another outbreak of Ebola in-country had gone largely unnoticed; if anything, the influx of UN and humanitarian personnel was viewed as a welcome injection into the local economy. Many traders from the western parts, instead of recognizing the danger, followed the scent of increased profits and set up all manner of shops intended to cater to every whim of the newly arrived foreigners. Internationals, who in as much as they were here to work, appreciated the availability of familiar goods and services. 

Further north, things were much, much different, the man with the aviator sunglasses explained in a heavy Congolese French accent. He shied away from giving too much detail, but Tom figured that unless the guy was putting on an Oscar-winning performance, his demeanour told enough of the story. The first cases of this new strain had already been reported a few months earlier, but threat fatigue and lack of reliable communication had meant that the full scale and impact of what was increasingly labeled a pandemic had hampered both spread of the news and believability in a society where fake news proliferated by social media virtually constituted the only source of information. Tom bought another bottle of whiskey and poured a couple of dirty glasses for the two of them. The man finally introduced himself as Zane, and a few drinks into the conversation proved rather informative and chatty. He even drew a rudimentary map on a piece of tissue paper taken from one of the many plastic dispensers, which apart from a scattering of a few unused forks and knives represented the only thing that could remotely count as a gesture of customer service in the place. He warned Tom that what he would find would exceed both his and his organization’s capacity to achieve anything meaningful.

Nevertheless, he provided much of what Tom needed to know, patiently going down his long list of questions. He even offered to arrange transport, an offer Tom appreciated but declined, not least since the charity had just received three new Toyota Landcruisers from a generous donor keen to obtain some documentary footage for its corporate social responsibility page. The irony was not lost on him. 

The map, as detailed as it was for having been drawn on a napkin, for some reason featured a prominent gap just north of where patient zero had first been reported. When Tom asked about it, Zane had clammed up and stopped talking. Tom was unsure whether the man had been offended by an implied lack of map drawing skills or whether he simply refused to part with this bit of intel for fear of some unknown repercussion. Regardless, looking at the map, it was evident the missing bit started less than 30 miles north of the last identified village, so Tom figured they would eventually get to see what it was all about anyway. Zane quickly changed the subject, and it wasn’t long before another bottle was ordered, and the initially formal chat turned to banter and all manner of anecdotes, none of which either of them was likely to remember the next day as they ordered another round. Eventually, dusk and incessant phone calls from his local assistant tore Tom away from what he thought had turned out to be a rather charismatic local. A little unsteady on his feet, holding the last drink in his hand, Tom had waved over from what in the course of the afternoon had rapidly turned from a dingy daytime restaurant into a local nightspot, and the driver had visibly breathed a sigh of relief to see him unharmed.

The next morning, Tom awoke with a massive headache and the confidence that indeed he had made the right turn in his career. He was steering his life in a direction that would offer meaning instead of blind obedience, humanity instead of violence, and ultimately a sense of accomplishment that could be accounted for other than by the number of people he and his team had dispatched in the course of a single night’s mission. Becoming a humanitarian had been just as hard as it had been easy, really. Most of his friends, all former soldiers, still thought he was crazy and his wife Julie, he suspected, had only gone along as part of her unwavering sense of loyalty and despite what she had always described as her preferred lifestyle, which by no means involved traveling around the world and spending any more time than necessary away from the comforts of their home town. 

He had made the decision virtually overnight, having spent yet another evening with what was left of his former unit reminiscing and exchanging anecdotes of their tours in Afghanistan; the life which they had left behind for some not only as difficult as adjusting to life back home, but downright impossible. Tom had found himself sitting by the side of the river traversing their little town and the huge steel factory next to it, watching its smokestacks and waiting for the morning whistle signalling the end of another night shift in its infernal bowels of molten metal and puffs of soot. It was at that moment that Tom could see the rest of life ahead as clear as day; its scope limited by a small town, little job opportunities for a man with his background and minds that could never comprehend what he had done and seen, let alone understand what drove him. The only way up was out, lest he chose to spend the rest of his life working from paycheck to paycheck in this bubble that had nothing else to offer. It was the kind of 4 am bravery, only ever present after a night of boozing or on New Year’s Day, that had Tom make his mind up there and then. He had seen and probably caused enough suffering over there, and between the prospect of the steel mill and more government-sanctioned killing for an administration and ideology he no longer believed in, doing something good and meaningful seemed like the only logical choice. 

He had kept his decision from Julie at first, writing job applications in secret in the knowledge that despite a worldview that certainly set her apart from her town peers, she would not approve of the up-and-go attitude such a career move would no doubt require. Instead, he had warmed her to the idea slowly, strategically placing magazines on their living room table, turning the channel to documentaries about developing countries in the evenings, and generally showing interest in the subject matter whenever the opportunity arose in conversation. His plan had almost worked, too, were it not for the fact that Julie could read him like a book. Finally, one night as they were finishing an unusually quiet dinner, Julie had looked up at him and said: “You know, if that really is what you want to be doing...I guess we had better do it.” 

The wide-eyed look as he dropped his fork in surprise had been enough to send Julie rolling on the floor in stitches, giving her the satisfaction of the kind of victory she relished in their relationship and for which he nothing short of adored her. Anna had taken to the idea like a bird to flight. At barely eight years old, her excitement knew no bounds. Within weeks they were packed up, following a sudden job offer from a small agency in desperate need of a security advisor. Much of the international talent had been diverted to other crises around the world, and Tom being a newbie, and eager to get his foot in the door meant that they didn’t have to negotiate long before they settled on a by industry standards modest, but liveable salary package.

It all seemed like a lifetime ago as Tom splashed tepid brown water on his face in the dingy guesthouse the agency had rented for a sob story and a dime, the liquid dispersing the fog in his head. He went over his kit, now a curious mix of ex-military and humanitarian response items, and checked his watch. Almost time to set off. He quickly checked emails on the small and, compared to what he had been used to, rather low-end laptop issued to him and confirmed that their mission was still on. They called it an “assignment” as to eliminate any reference to the military, which in many humanitarians’ eyes was at the core of all evils that beset the world. He still struggled with the lingo. “You can take the soldier out of the military, but you can’t take the military out of the soldier.” The voice of his former drill sergeant was as fresh in his memory as ever.

He went downstairs for a coffee and caught up on the news via a local paper; usually, a singular copy thrown across the dirty dining room, tattered, having already been read by the domestic staff who were normally up at the crack of dawn creating unpalatable interpretations of Western breakfast items. That morning though, he found himself alone in the large decrepit house. There was not a soul around, the place eerily bereft of the banter between the driver and the housekeeper, which filled the air most days. Tom’s French was still a little shaky, having spent but a few dollars and weeks on an outdated language course. Between online translation engines and the few words he knew, though, there was enough to make out what the headlines were saying. The Ebola outbreak was continuing to spread unabated. In the beginning, the World Health Organization had successfully trialled a vaccine, but then this new bug had continued to morph and since beaten whatever they had thrown at it. As usual domestic news were less than reliable. Featuring a curious mix of fact and fiction, some reports even alleged witchcraft as the cause of an illness the locals referred to as a scourge to weed out the wicket. A sentiment quickly picked up by the local churches, the congregations of which had seen a surge in numbers since the bug jumped from ground zero in the northwest and virtually sprinted almost all the way to Kisangani in the east. It was hard at the best of times to get facts in this corner of the world, but the rumours and innuendo that followed the widespread panic the disease had caused in some parts already, it had become downright impossible. It was for that very reason that his organization had sent him and a small team of operations folks to obtain first-hand information about where and what the actual need was. As if the virus was not enough, mass displacement had followed a recent kick-up in warlords’ activities in several regions. Rebels had taken violent but profitable advantage of the confusion and disarray caused by the outbreak, looting abandoned towns and villages and, of course, the small but ubiquitous illegal diamond mining operations dotted about the bush.

The beep of a horn outside had Tom look up from the paper. The team, curiously having been able to secure far better accommodation downtown, was waiting in a WHO-labelled Landcruiser. Gulping the lukewarm coffee, Tom grabbed his kit and joined them, throwing his backpack behind the rear seats among boxes of supplies and emergency kits, or grab bags as the others called them. He didn’t bother to lock the place. There was nothing worth stealing, he figured, and anyone wanting to stay in the shithole was more than welcome to it.
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CHAPTER 2
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Initially, the departure from town was slow. The streets had filled with what looked like the beginning of an exodus. But then it was hard to tell. After all, as he had quickly learned in Nairobi, traffic in many African cities - where livestock and cart-pushing vendors competed with minibuses, taxis, trucks, and pedestrians - was like this. Even a normally short commute like the one from their rented townhouse to the office could take three times as long in the mornings as a result. Once the Landcruiser had nudged its way out of the busy centre though, things became decidedly easier, and soon they found themselves bouncing along a vomity road northward; the only other vehicles the occasional minibus and humanitarian teams, in white Landcruisers just like theirs, all of them racing like participants in some crazy pan-African rally. 

An hour or so into the drive, they reached a UN checkpoint, the official demarcation of the no-go zone imposed by the government in cooperation with WHO. It was the point from which access to the rest of the region was technically only possible for those authorized as part of the Ebola response; an unenforceable restriction given the porous nature of its borders and the arterial pattern of roads and paths used by farmers, rebels and ordinary villagers, throughout. They handed their letters of invitation, registration, and IDs to a rather bored-looking UN Peacekeeper, who, well aware of the pointlessness of his assignment, took but a casual glance at their papers. There were four of them plus the driver, making it a tight squeeze among the boxes, backpacks, and laptop bags, even in a large vehicle like their 8-seater. Two of them were local employees, programme managers assigned to function as communicators and admin, with a rather nervous Thai woman in her 30s, a doctor specializing in infectious diseases, the only other international. They had never met each other before, barely communicated prior to meeting that morning. The very broken English of the two Congolese aside, they hardly spoke the same language. Initial conversations, thus, were awkward, especially in the confines of the vehicle, where close contact was unavoidable. Occasional small talk followed by long silences eventually prevailed as they left the checkpoint behind and continued their journey. 

Thick forests gave way to farmlands and small mining communities, their turf wrestled from the jungle and deforestation marring the once-green hills that confined them in small valleys. The occasional river snaked along, before disappearing again into the thick underbrush of the bush. Here and there, groups of people tended to their crops, moving along on foot or on donkey-pulled carts. Others just sat roadside, either waiting for something or someone, or taking a break from an endless hike in the tropical dry season heat. 

As far as Tom could tell, nothing seemed untoward here. At least nothing seemed to fit the image of virtual Armageddon he had had in his mind when he left Nairobi. Going by this, Julie's tearful goodbye seemed almost irrational, and he wondered whether they had fallen victim to the kind of hysteria that always surrounded Ebola. They kept driving north for the better part of three hours, before making a quick but very welcome pit stop in Banalia. A small nondescript town with little more than a handful of buildings, its name seemed to befit its ordinary appearance. Kids ran alongside the vehicle as they pulled over in front of the town’s only store. Laughing at the foreigners, they stretched out their pasty limbs. Aside from the small group of shouting kids, the driver remarked, and although it never got all that busy, the town seemed unusually quiet. There were no other people on the streets, no livestock, and no vehicles. The houses appeared empty and deserted. Far up ahead in the distance a lone, worse for wear-looking figure, lost, drunk, or both, stumbled around tiredly. 

Having found the store equally devoid of people and, going by the lone packet of noodle soup on the otherwise empty shelves, virtually ransacked, the team decided to move on. They gave a few francs to the kids, who grabbed the bills no sooner than they had been offered. Shouting and singing “Le Croque-Mitaine, Le Croque-Mitaine, il va te manger,” they ran off back to wherever they had come from, leaving behind nothing but the dusty road and desolate ambiance of the place. 

“What was that about?” Tom asked the driver. 

“It is an old wives’ tale, a song to frighten children. ‘Le Croque-Mitaine.’ You know? The Bogeyman. They say it wants to eat you.” The driver feigned a shaky laugh. An uneasy quiet descended upon the cabin, and the A/C seemed colder than before.

The Landcruiser made a right turn and continued in a north-eastern direction now. Soon the bush grew thicker, and eventually rainforest, the type Tom knew all-too-well from nature documentaries, took over everything around them. After another two hours of trying to avoid potholes and the occasional UN UNIMOG, they reached Mobo. It was the last point of civilization along their journey as the driver had called it, although, going by what they were seeing, Tom thought the description seemed a rather strong euphemism. A depot had been erected in a hurry and were it not for the white and blue coloured logos that adorned just about every piece of equipment and structure, the cavernous white UN tents, towering Armoured Personnel Carriers, supply trucks, and drab container offices might as well have belonged to a military base. Hundreds of people, some in peacekeeper uniforms, some in white overalls, and others in civilian clothing, were busy coming and going, carrying boxes or getting in or out of vehicles that arrived and departed in a constant stream. Off to the side, over the cyclone fence and separated by another checkpoint from the rest of the interior of the improvised compound, sat a row of Red Cross branded medical tents. Here, long queues of civilians queued in front of a reception desk, waiting to be processed for testing and treatment inside, where personnel in Hazmat suits went about their business. 

Approaching the entrance to the main compound, Tom noticed another area further to the left. Well, beyond the medical tents and even the initial perimeter fence, it was hard to make out the activity taking place there. A dented pickup truck leaving the treatment area through a side gate gave the only clue as to the purpose of the facility. For a brief moment, just as the truck turned onto the main road, the hastily thrown tarp covering the rear lifted. Inside the truck bed, large black bags, each one roughly the shape and size of a human being, shifted with each jump of the vehicle's axel.

Body bags were nothing new to Tom, and he had seen more than his fair share of them, and yet here, the sight seemed out of context. This kind of thing just wasn’t supposed to happen to civilians. Tom shook his head, then laughed at the ridiculousness of the notion. Of course, unnatural death was not reserved for those on the battlefield alone. If anything, it now found more civilians than ever in this world so volatile and violent few of the previous generations could have ever imagined. War had always been part of humankind’s story, but it was no longer waged in the conventional sense. The rules had shifted.

––––––––
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ACCORDING TO A GRIM-looking Ukrainian manning the entry point, they had arrived just in time for the daily affiliated-agency briefing, and he ushered them into a white double container in the centre of the compound, complete with air conditioning and Congolese locals serving tea and coffee. They found themselves sitting around a table with thirty others. Representatives from like-minded organizations, all assisting in the Ebola response. A map was projected and figures and acronyms thrown about in a mad jumble, while attendees read emails and flicked through their Facebook pages, chatted, and complained about the internet connection. 

A stark-looking man then gave a security briefing, issuing warnings the irritated humanitarians around him were likely to ignore. As the briefing went on, at least for Tom, the initial exhilaration of finally becoming part of the operation soon gave way to a sense of frustration. Nothing the others had to contribute seemed to be particularly meaningful at all. He had come to help people get their lives back on track, give them food when they were hungry, keep them safe from this terrible illness and maybe, just maybe even save a few from it through what he was able to contribute. Indeed, meaningful contribution had been on his mind all the way from home and the sole driving factor in his decision to come here. But now, as discussions drifted from gender mainstreaming to advocacy, from macro to micro-politics of international aid, and from the here and now to the ‘would, could, and should’ of empty rhetoric, he felt his heart sink and his stomach churn at the degree of self-centeredness on display in the sterility of this air-conditioned room which seemed light-years away from what was going on outside and in the rest of this nation. He had excused himself after a while, unable to bear it any longer and, feigning a stomach upset blamed on lunch, had made a rapid departure. 

Now Tom wandered about the place in the heat, trying to get a sense of where they were, his internal OODA loop very much making a resurgence. ‘Orient, Observe, Decide, Act.’ The mantra of his training, which had become second nature, was back in full swing. Within a few minutes, he found himself at the checkpoint to the medical treatment area, curious to get an idea of what was really happening and a first impression of what things were like where the proverbial rubber met the road.

The guard he was standing in front of now looked as conscientious in his duties as he looked terrified at having been given the post. Being this close to potential victims was enough to scare anyone but the most hardened medical professional. He inspected Tom’s credentials and asked him several times whether he knew where he was going, clearly confused why anyone would want to get closer than he himself had been ordered to be. They chatted briefly. Speaking the language fellow soldiers do the world over, they quickly gained respect for each other for the same reason. 

“Imagine what these guys go through every day...” The tall Pakistani nodded towards the civilian entrance to the treatment centre and the two Peacekeepers in Hazmat suits that were controlling access there. 

Having received a facemask and a pair of rubber gloves, Tom passed through to the other side. Another feel-good measure in the fight against an enemy invisible until it was too late. An enemy that had time and time again shown its ability to adapt and overcome whatever was put up against it. Tom strolled over to the registration desk and watched as the long queue, one person at a time, was processed, the facility slowly but surely reaching its daily limit, with many more people making camp outside as they waited for their turn the next day. Not wanting to interfere with the hectic to and fro of the medical staff inside the tents, he made his way towards the civilian gate, where the Hazmat suit-wearing peacekeepers were asking each person a series of questions and searched them for weapons before letting them into the compound. There were young and old, individuals, couples, and whole families, all waiting to be screened and tested. Some looked sick already, whether from their arduous journey, dehydration and malnutrition, or, in fact, from the virus, it was hard to say.

They were each asked their name, where they had come from, how many were in their party, and whether they had ‘any of the following symptoms,’ before covering a long list of follow-up questions the two men crossed off as they went through their questionnaire. Many people looked confused, unfamiliar with the terms, and eager to get inside the compound where not only medical assistance but also food and clean water were readily available. People in the queue looked tattered, tired, beaten, and desperate.

“You are British?” Came a voice from the back of the queue. Tom looked around, not sure whom it was addressing until it called out to him again. 

“Yes, you. You, with the facemask.” The voice belonged to an unusually well-dressed elderly man, holding a little boy of maybe six or seven years of age by his hand. 

“Well, actually I am,” Tom replied, making his way past the others standing in line. “How did you know?” 

“Sometimes you can just tell these things,” the man replied with a smile and in a perfect English accent. He briefly relinquished his place and stepped out of the queue so Tom could see him. 

“I know. Yes, I am Congolese, but a long time ago, I studied in England,” the man continued. 

Tom was intrigued by hearing someone local speak his own language with such perfection. They awkwardly shook hands, Tom wearing his rubber gloves and the man extending his bare hands and sat down on a couple of concrete barriers nearby, put in place to protect the compound against attack by whatever factions were roaming the countryside. The man lifted the little boy up to sit beside him and introduced himself as ‘Olivier Bisimwa from the village of Gono,’ immediately triggering Tom’s curiosity as to what had brought him to the compound.

“Back where I come from, I am...or better, I was the teacher, the preacher, the mayor, the doctor. Not by choice, I might add, but sort of by default.” Olivier began answering Tom’s questions with a warm and patient smile. 

“This is Fabrice, my neighbour’s son. I have known him since birth. And I have taken care of him since his parents’ death.” Tom looked back and forth between the man and the little boy in anticipation of Olivier’s story.

“When the virus hit, we were first able to contain it rather well. Isolation, sanitization, you know. Ordinary stuff for most in your country, but novelties for many of my countrymen, sad to say.” His brows furrowed, and his voice became darker. “But then the others started appearing. The ones that we were no longer able to contain. Those whose illness, although similar in the beginning, was very different in the end. Or should I say following their new beginning.” 

“What do you mean very different?” Tom pushed. He sensed the old man was holding back.

––––––––
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“THERE ARE THINGS IN this world, my British friend, which cannot be explained...be it by science or religion. They but come into being without rhyme or reason, or at least none that the human mind can perceive.” Olivier continued. 

“I’m sorry, but I’m not following. What things are we talking about here?” Tom interjected. Olivier leaned over, lowering his voice, almost whispering over the roaring of the trucks. Still coming and going in an endless stream, enormous wheels kicked up thick clouds of red dust that settled on every surface.

“Things, as the locals say, have come from the foreign man’s white castle to reap the souls of the sinners, of the debauched and the unclean...” At that, Olivier broke out in hysterical laughter, but then stopped abruptly. 

He glared back at Tom with wild eyes, his desperate stare pressing for a reaction. Tom was beginning to doubt the man’s sanity, but decided not to judge too quickly. Olivier had seemed rational enough up to this point. Besides, Tom had seen his share of religious zealots prone to speak in riddles during Sunday mass or whenever they were given an opportunity. With the man saying he was a preacher, certain deductions would need to be made.

“Again, I’m sorry, but I don’t think I understand. Is this some kind of folklore you are talking about? What do you mean by castle?” Tom asked as calmly as possible.

“I apologize,” offered Olivier, “even my late wife used to say I have a sense for the dramatic. Blame a classic education, ey?” He again smiled broadly. 

”Castle is what the village folks called it, but it really is just a small research station in our area. I don’t believe it
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