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In the end I managed a bit of sleep, wedged between the trunk and branches 
of the oak, before dawn came. My knees and elbows ached as I lowered myself 
to the ground and I could feel a blister forming on my shoulder where the 
strap of my .30-06 Winchester had rubbed against my oilskin all night. I went 
over the previous day’s events in my mind, walking myself carefully through 
every mundane moment from when I woke up to when I climbed into the 
tree to sleep; then I looked down at my watch, waited for the minute to turn 
over and started to rattle off words that started with L: life, leopard, lizard, 
loneliness . . . Twenty words and thirty seconds later I took a breath and started 
down the train tracks.

It was about an hour’s walk to the camp, my last stop on this circuit. The 
clearing was packed with tents, their walls so faded by years of sun I could 
hardly make out the FEMA logo on the side; here and there ripped flaps of 
nylon fluttered in the breeze. The camps, cramped to begin with, were made 
even tighter by the lean-tos that had been built to expand the tents or shore 
them up, so that in places I had to turn sideways to squeeze my way toward 
the center of the camp.

As I got deeper into the camp, pale figures began to emerge from the tents, 
most of them dressed in filthy pajamas and bathrobes and nearly all bearing 
scars or fresh wounds on whatever flesh was exposed. I kept my .30-06 at my 
side and quickened my pace as they began to shuffle after me on slippered 
feet.

A single tent stood in the middle of the camp, as worn as the rest but bearing 
a faded Red Cross logo. When I reached it, I turned around and shrugged out 
of my backpack one arm at a time. All the narrow paths that led here were now 
blocked by the shambling forms that had come out of the tents: they paused as 
they reached the clearing, watching me carefully as I cradled my rifle.

After a few moments, one of them stepped forward. He was bald, save for a 
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fringe of white hair, and he had a bloody gash down the side of his face. Unlike 
most of the others he was still in reasonably good shape, his skin the color of 
a walnut. I leveled my rifle at him; he took another shambling step and then 
stopped.

“Hey, Horace,” I said. I gestured at the cut on his face. “That looks bad.”
He shrugged. “There’s worse off than me.”
“I know,” I said, lowering my rifle, “but we’ll start with you. Then you tell 

me who’s worst off.”
He looked back at the others. “There’s a lot that are bad off, Kate,” he said. 

“How long do you have today?”
I leaned the rifle in a spot where I could reach it in a hurry if I needed to. 

“You’re my only stop.”
He nodded, though he knew as well as I did that even in a full day I only 

had time to see the very worst off. Their affliction aside, my patients’ age and 
the conditions they lived in meant that each of them had a host of issues for 
me to deal with. I counted on Horace to keep an eye on who was seriously 
injured, who had developed anything infectious, and who was showing signs 
of going end-stage. Everything else—minor illnesses and injuries, the frequent 
combination of scurvy and obesity caused by their diet of packaged food—I 
couldn’t even hope to treat.

I glanced up at the sky, saw just a few white clouds. “Let’s set up outside 
today,” I said. “Sunshine and fresh air ought to do everyone some good.”

“Sure. At least we’ve got plenty of those.” Horace gestured to two of the 
waiting patients and they came up to the tent, giving me a wide berth, and 
hauled out the exam bed. He turned to the others. “You might as well get on 
with your day. I’ll come get you when she’s ready for you.”

A few of the waiting patients wandered off when he said this, but most 
stayed where they were. The line was mostly silent, with little chatter: the camp 
residents were used to isolation, many of them only coming out of their tents 
when I visited or to take care of bodily necessities.

I patted the exam table and Horace sat down on it stiffly. I unzipped one of 
the pockets on my backpack, drawing out my checkup kit, then held his wrist 
in my hand to take his pulse and slipped the cuff around his arm and inflated 
it. “Any cough?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Little bit now and then,” he said. “I used to smoke. Guess 
I’m better off now, huh?”

I nodded. A lot of my patients were former smokers: when they were kids 
everyone had been, and they had grown up watching cigarette ads on TV. I 
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got the TB kit and a pair of gloves out of my pack, pulled on the gloves, and 
tapped a syringe of PPD into his forearm. “Let’s hope it’s just that,” I said.

He scowled. “Does it matter?” he asked.
I shook my head. “TB’s a bad way to go. You remember how this works?”
He nodded.
“Tell me anyway.”
“Watch where you pricked me for three days. If there’s a spot, stay out of 

camp until you get back.”
“Good. Hey, do you remember what we were talking about last time I was 

here? You never finished that story.”
“You wanted to know how Adele and I met. Right?” I nodded. “Well, she 

used to work in the corner store. I would go in every day to buy something, 
just to see her. Of course all I could afford was a Coke, so she started to 
wonder—”

I reached out to tap him on the lips, right under his nose, and nodded with 
relief when he didn’t react. “Horace, that thing you pull to open a parachute—
what’s that called?”

“It’s a—damn it, that’s, I know it  .  .  . ” He closed his eyes, frowning. “I 
don’t remember.”

“Never mind,” I said. “How’d you get the cut?”
He was silent for a moment. “You know how it is.”
I opened a steri-wipe and washed his wound; he flinched as I ran my fingers 

along the edges of the cut. “Does it hurt?”
He shrugged, gritting his teeth and hissing as I pressed a chitosan sponge 

into the wound and then covered it with plaskin, running my fingers along the 
edge to make the seal. He jerked his head suddenly and I pulled my hand back. 
“What is it?” I asked. “Did I hurt you?”

“Rip cord!” He broke into a broad grin. “Rip cord. Right?”
“That’s good, Horace,” I said. “No progression since last time. Anybody else 

I should know about?”
“What do you mean?”
“Your cut,” I said. “Those are bite marks. Who was it?”
“Jerry,” he said after a moment. “He didn’t—I didn’t know he’d gone 

end-stage.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. One of the things that makes the affliction so terrifying 

is how rapidly and unpredictably it can progress, smoldering like an ember 
in some and burning like a brush fire in others. That’s why it has to be dealt 
with when the first symptoms surface, when they’re still the parents and 
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grandparents we had known in spirit as well as in body. “I don’t suppose he’s 
in the dog cage?”

Horace shook his head. “Ran off. Guess he’s out in the woods somewhere.” 
He was quiet for a moment. “Am I going to . . . will I . . . ?”

For a moment I said nothing, trying not to look him in the eyes. The fact is 
that nobody knows for sure what causes the affliction, or even how it spreads: it 
could be that it’s lurking in all of us, waiting for us to grow old. It seemed to me 
that the ones who had friends or spouses in the camps stayed well longer—but 
when one went, the others almost always followed soon.

“I can tell that’s paining you,” I said. “Say no to a little morphine?”
“I guess not.”
“Arms up, then,” I said, and fished out a syringe. He held his arms up in 

front of him so that the sleeves of his bathrobe fell to reveal his bare forearms. 
I drew a finger over his papery skin, tapped the syringe on a good vein. “How 
does that feel? Better?”

“One of those and I don’t feel much of anything,” he said. He took a breath, 
then smiled weakly. “What do you suppose two would do for me? Or three?”

“I don’t aim to find out,” I said.
“Damn it, Kate—if I’d gone end-stage, you wouldn’t hold a moment’s 

thought before you dropped me.”
I shook my head. “I’ll put down an animal in pain, but you’re still a man.”
“You won’t feel that way when you’re my age.”

Even just the worst cases took most of the day, and after that I still had the public 
health work—checking that the rain barrels storing the water supply weren’t 
contaminated, and that the honey buckets were being emptied far enough from 
the camp—so it was already dark when I finished up, and too late to head to my 
cabin. I crashed in the Red Cross tent, sleeping on the exam table.

The next morning I rose a bit after dawn and started back to the tracks. 
My joints were stiff from being on my feet the day before, my skin itched 
sympathetically from all the scabies cases I had seen, and my stomach was 
still leaden with the camp ice cream—sugar, wild berries, and Crisco whipped 
together—one patient had insisted on giving me. (Crisco is a big part of camp 
cooking, which goes a long way toward explaining the chronic obesity in the 
camps; the other factor is that, for the most part, the residents have absolutely 
nothing to do, no motivation even to get out of their tents. The end-stagers, of 
course, don’t have access to the camp food and usually become malnourished 
soon after they turn.)
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Once I had finished my self-check I headed off again, along the train tracks. 
When I was about halfway to the station I saw that someone else had broken a 
trail out from the tracks, into the woods: there were a lot of confused footprints 
in the mud there, and what looked like blood on some thorns. I followed the trail 
for a little while, keeping a careful pace, then sped up when I heard the shrieks.

The trail led me into a small clearing in the shade of a tall willow. A man 
and two women, all clearly end-stage, were standing at the foot of the tree. 
There was a tension among the three of them, like cats facing off over a fallen 
baby bird, and when I got a bit nearer I could see the cause: a young girl, maybe 
ten years old, was up in the tree.

I fished my glasses out of my coat pocket, put them on, and then raised the 
.30-06 to my shoulder. The broad trunk of the tree made it hard for me to line 
up my shots, and I was worried that dropping the first one would break the 
tension between them and send the other two up the tree after the girl.

“Are you all right?” I called to her. The end-stagers turned at the sound but 
stayed where they were, still eyeing each other carefully.

“Who’s there?”
“My name is Kate. I’m here to help you. What’s your name, honey?”
“I’m Sophie,” the girl said after a moment.
The end-stagers were starting to fidget, my presence disrupting the tension 

that had been holding them back. Whatever I was going to do, I had to do it 
soon. “How old are you, Sophie?”

“I’m, I’m eleven years old,” she said. “Can you get me down?”
“I will, honey, but first I need you to climb higher up. Can you do that? I 

need you to climb as high as you can.”
“I’m—I don’t like going high.”
I lowered my rifle slowly, aiming just short of the end-stager nearest to me. 

“Go as high as you can, Sophie. It’s really important.”
She started to squirm upward, hugging the thick branches tightly. “Is this 

high enough?”
“High as you can.” I kept a close eye on the three end-stagers as she rose, 

watching to see if any of them would make a break for her or for me. When 
one of them took a step I fired, sending a shot into the ground next to the 
male. The crack of the rifle made him jump and destroyed the last of his self-
restraint: he started to climb up after the girl, now heedless of the other two. 
They followed him, more intent now on denying him the prize than on getting 
it for themselves, and I forced myself to breathe slowly as all three of them went 
up the trunk. “I can’t go any higher!” Sophie shouted.


