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Dedication

For M&M—I will always read to you.
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Part One

POND





One

Maddy died hard.

The polio that had hobbled her hours before swept through her torso and stilled her movements. Only her pupils could convey the panic as her lungs collapsed. Her chest stopped rising and falling, but Maddy’s eyes rolled from Lucy’s face to the ceiling and back again for a few minutes after, clouding with confusion. Finally they were still. A rattle chased Maddy’s last breath out of her throat as Lucy held her friend’s hand.

Vera leaned across the bed to loosen her granddaughter’s grip. “She’s gone, sweetheart. You can let go now.”

“Are you sure?”

Vera’s capable fingers closed around Maddy’s wrist, but she nodded before checking for a pulse. “You need to go wash up.”

“Use the boiled water,” Lynn said. She was standing at the foot of the bed, her arms crossed in front of her.

“I know,” Lucy said tightly, her throat still slick with tears. Lynn’s eyes flicked away from Maddy to touch on Lucy, and they softened slightly.

“Knowing and doing are two different things. Use the boiled water, then come back here.” Her eyes returned to the corpse, and her brow furrowed. “We need to talk.”

Lucy walked out of the stifling cabin and then down to the creek, grateful for the blast of fresh night air. She knelt by the flowing water and splashed her face free of tear tracks. A strong hand pulled her away from the water and she yelped, landing on her backside on the muddy bank.

“What’d Lynn say to you?” A stern voice came out of the darkness. “She told you to use the boiled water and first thing you do is come down here and stick your face in the crick.”

“Scaring me onto my ass is a hell of a way to remind me,” Lucy said, drying her hands on her pants. “You were outside?”

“Don’t have much else of a place to go. When your grandma’s tending the sick, I like to be nearby to help, what little I can do.” Stebbs put his hand out, helping her from the ground. “I didn’t mean to be so rough with you. Not an easy night for the living.”

Lucy leaned into him, inhaling his comforting smell, familiar all these years. Clean air and fresh dirt lingered around him, and she felt stray tears slip down her cheeks.

“Not easy for the dead either,” she said. “She was looking at me, those big eyes of hers full of fear like nothing I’ve ever seen before, and all I could do was sit there, Stebbs, and . . .” The spreading stillness that had clamped onto Maddy’s body seemed to have found Lucy’s tongue. “I heard the rattle, like Lynn always says you do. Then she passed, and everything was quiet.”

Stebbs tucked her head into his chest, and they walked back toward the cabin he shared with Vera. “True enough, there’s those that go that way. But in the silence you know they’ve gone. Something is missing.”

Lucy nodded her understanding. Though she’d asked Vera if she was sure, the wrongness of Maddy’s eyes had already answered the question. “I imagine you’ll be needing another mattress,” Lucy said, wiping her nose.

Vera’s reputation as a healer had spread beyond the boundaries of the small community; people traveled hundreds of miles to bring their sick to her door. Too often they died inside her walls, in her bed. Then anything the dead touched was condemned to flame.

The door to the cabin opened and Lynn stepped out, Maddy’s body shrouded in a sheet and curled in her strong arms. She spotted Lucy and Stebbs. “You want me to wait for you?”

Lucy nodded, and Stebbs gave her a quick squeeze on the shoulder before releasing her. “Don’t let her know I used the stream,” she whispered into his ear. “I’ll never hear the end of it.”

“I’ll keep quiet on that count,” he said. “But from now on out, you mind her.”

A breeze kicked through the tree branches above them, heavy with budding leaves. Lucy crossed her arms against the chill, grateful when Stebbs took off his jacket and handed it to her.

“You go on,” he said. “She’ll be in a hurry to get rid of the body.”

Vera came to the door of the cabin, her silhouette backlit from the candles within. “Stebbs,” she called into the darkness, “I’m going to need you in here.”

“Other people have come here to die. We’ve burned and buried plenty,” Lucy said as he zipped the coat up for her, flipping up the collar against her neck. “But this is bad, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, little one,” he sighed. “I’m afraid this one will be different.”

 

Maddy had never been a large girl, but the deep blackness of the pit Lynn tossed her in made a mockery of the white sheet, reducing it to a pale smudge in the lingering light.

“Sorry about that,” Lynn said, after the body hit the ground. “There’s no nice way to get her down in there.”

Lucy shrugged. “’S okay,” she said, but the awkward angle of the body, dead or not, hurt her heart. Lynn’s hand, crusted with dirt, rested on Lucy’s shoulder and she reached up to take it.

As a child Lucy had believed Lynn could protect her from everything, call down the rain, and keep the coyotes at bay. Lynn had done all these things, but her face was grim at the thought of a threat she couldn’t fight with her gun.

“So it was polio?”

“Your grandma thinks so,” Lynn answered. “Seems there’s different types, some worse than others. She wants to talk to us about it, when we’re through here.”

Lucy looked back at the crumpled white bundle. “Right,” she said. “When we’re through here.”

“You gonna be okay with this? It’s different when it’s one of your own.”

“Sounds like maybe it’s something I need to get used to,” Lucy said.

Lynn reached for the gas can at her side, dousing the body from the edge of the pit before tossing the match, her mouth a thin line. “No getting used to it.”

The black pillar of smoke rose behind them as they walked to Vera’s cabin to find Maddy’s mother cringing on a stool in the corner.

“I need to know when she first got sick,” Vera was saying. “Think hard about anything she said to you about feeling poorly.”

Monica had stayed away from Maddy’s bed as she died, unable to handle the sight of her only daughter smothering to death. Now her gaze was stuck to a spot on the floor, as if she might find answers in the pine knots there. When she finally spoke, her wisp of a voice was nearly lost in the creaking of the branches outside. “Sometime yesterday, maybe.”

Maddy and her brother, Carter, made no secret of their mother’s fearfulness. Carter had told Lucy once that even during good times, Monica looked for the bad to come, and during the bad she was more likely to hide than face it. Now Monica’s shoulders seemed to slump under the weight of blame.

Lucy approached her friend’s mother cautiously, as if she were a half-wild kitten discovered in the grass. “You don’t have to feel bad about not knowing she was sick. Even if you’d brought her sooner, it wouldn’t have helped.”

“That’s true,” Vera said. “There’s no cure for polio, and this strain moved quickly. That’s why I need to know when things first went wrong. If the incubation period is as fast as I fear, we don’t have much time.”

Behind her, Lucy heard Stebbs mutter to Lynn, “If it’s as fast as Vera thinks it is, time’s already run out.”

Lucy moved closer to Monica, took the woman’s trembling hand. “How bad off was she when you brought her?”

“Pretty bad.” Monica sniffled, and a runner of snot was sucked into her nostril. “When she came back from swimming with you and Carter, she said she had a headache. But it’s the first real hot times of the spring, and her diving into the cold water, I didn’t think much of it.”

“What was the first indication it was more?” Vera asked.

“She woke up in the night, crying something awful. Carter and me, we came running.” Monica used Lucy’s sleeve to wipe away the fresh tears coursing out of her eyes. “She was having spasms, and she thought it was a charley horse, you know? So she got out of bed to walk it off, and she—she—”

“She what?” Lynn broke in, patience expired.

Stebbs put a hand on Lynn’s shoulder. “She couldn’t walk?” he asked.

“When she tried she just fell over, said her legs weren’t working right. So her brother picked her up and ran her over here.”

“Carter brought her about two or three in the morning,” Vera said. “What time did you go swimming?”

“It was after we planted the seedlings,” Lucy said.

“About two o’clock, by the sun,” Lynn added.

“Twelve hours,” Vera said softly. “Twelve hours to beginning paralysis and twenty-four to death.”

“Is that fast?” Stebbs asked.

“Too fast to do anything about. Whatever source Maddy picked it up from, anybody who came into contact with it is already infected.”

The pale hand holding Lucy’s clenched in fear, and her own heart constricted at the words. “What about Carter?” Monica asked. “What about my son?”

“If he’s not symptomatic by now, he should be okay,” Vera said. “Which means you’re all right too, little one.”

Lucy let out the breath she’d been holding along with the woman next to her and nodded, any worries she had for herself only small drops on the wave of worry that had crashed over her at the thought of Carter being sick.

“You feelin’ all right?” Lynn asked. “No headaches or anything funny with your legs?”

“I’m all right, Lynn. Really.” Lucy waved Lynn off, but Lynn still looked her up and down, as if she expected to see the virus surface in the form of fleas or ticks. “Even if I wasn’t, it’s not something you can just pull outta me, you know?”

Monica’s sweaty hand pulsed inside Lucy’s own. “No, there’s nothing you can do,” she said, as if reassuring herself.

“So if the girl got sick after swimming in the pond, but her brother and our little one is all right, what does that mean?” Stebbs asked.

“It means the pond probably isn’t the source,” Vera answered.

“Damn right it’s not,” Lynn said. “I’ve been drinking that water my whole life.”

“You’ve been drinking water from the pond after you’d purified it,” Vera corrected. “I wouldn’t rule it out.”

“It can’t be the pond,” Lucy argued. “Why wouldn’t I be sick then, or Carter?”

“It’s hard to say,” Vera said. “Polio is usually contracted person-to-person, but it can be waterborne.”

“So she got it from somebody else? But who else is sick?” Lucy asked.

And the first knock on the door came.





Two

The knocks continued through the night and into the morning; the healthy came carrying the sick, and the sick carrying the virus. Lynn and Lucy dragged blankets to the grass downwind of the cabin for the invalids to be laid on. Most were dying even as Lucy settled them onto the ground, the eerie rattle that she had first heard from Maddy now filling her ears like the sound of cicadas. Vera talked with those who could still speak, desperate to find out where they had been before confessing there was nothing she could do for them.

“There’s really no cure?” Lucy asked, as she dumped a bucket of stream water into the kettle Lynn had set up near the bank. “There’s nothing Grandma can do?”

Lynn shook her head. “Way I understand it, it kills some, cripples some. Some only get a bit of a fever from it. Vera said it usually hits the kids, but it can get adults too. There was some president that had it.”

“It kill him?”

“No, your grandma said it crippled him, though. So I guess there’s no telling who’s gonna get it, and what it’s gonna do to them.”

Lucy snapped a branch over her knee. “That sucks.”

“Maybe,” Lynn said as she took the kindling from Lucy. “Maybe those that get sick are just happy to have it done, no matter how it ends. Like when Poe said,

 

“The sickness—the nausea—

The pitiless pain—

Have ceased, with the fever

That maddened my brain—

With the fever called ‘Living’

That burned in my brain.”

 

Lucy sighed and cracked another stick in half. “Couldn’t your mother have taught you any happy poetry?”

Lynn smiled, but it was the one, slow and sad, that always came with talk of Mother. “She taught me what she knew. So has Stebbs. He told me once that people like me and him are badly built for times like this, when there’s nothing we can do.”

“You need an enemy,” Lucy said, understanding immediately.

“I do. And when it’s a sickness, I guess the best weapon I’ve got is the fire for the bodies.”

“That and the fact you’re not likely to be kissing anybody,” Lucy said, poking Lynn in the ribs with the end of a stick.

“That’s more of a precaution than a weapon,” Lynn said, easily grabbing the end and pulling Lucy onto her knees with one swift jerk. “And don’t worry yourself about whether I’m kissing anybody or not.”

“Touchy.” Lucy rose, brushing the dirt off her knees.

“But you’ve got a point.” Lynn smacked her flint together, trying to coax a spark into the branches.

“What’s that?”

“I’ve seen the way you and Carter have been looking at each other lately, and you shouldn’t be doing any kissing either.” A small spiral of smoke rose from the kindling, and Lynn rocked back on her heels. “Now’s not the time to be figuring out if you’re more than friends.”

Lucy tried to ignore the flush that spread up her neck and to the roots of her tightly cropped blond hair. “I’m not stupid.”

“Stupid doesn’t factor in when a boy’s mourning his sister and looking for comfort.”

“I’m not—”

The older woman held up her hand. “That’s all I’m saying about it. I’m not asking any questions, just telling you whatever’s going on needs stowed until we know more about this sickness. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Lynn held her eyes for a moment, then crouched low to breathe life into the fire she’d started. “I know we’ve not talked about . . . uh, some things.”

“Stebbs already explained to me about sex, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Lucy said, and the flush that had begun to recede reclaimed some ground.

“That poor man.” Lynn’s fire flared, and she studied it.

“What’s this about, Lynn? Why you talking to me about love when we’re burning the dead?”

“’Cause we’re about to hit some hard times, and I need you to listen to me. I tell you to go to the basement and not come back up, you go. I tell you to climb a tree, you head for the highest one, you hear?”

“You’re worried.”

“This whole conversation is me being worried.”

Even though the sun burned brightly, Lucy could feel a chill from the little graveyard nearby where her mother and stillborn brother lay, her uncle Eli with them. Lynn’s eyes shifted there too, as if following Lucy’s thoughts, and the chill settled into Lucy’s bones. If Lynn was worried, there was real danger.

Lucy reached for Lynn’s hair, long and unbound, tangled by the wind. “Sit down,” she coaxed. “Let me work on this rat’s nest.”

“Sitting down doesn’t do anybody any good,” Lynn argued, but sat nonetheless.

Lucy watched Lynn’s shoulders relax as she worked the knots free, then bound her thick hair into one large braid. “You need to learn how to do this yourself.”

“Can’t see the back of my own head.” Lynn said. “I should hack it all off, like yours.”

“No, I like it.” Lucy gave the braid in her hand a yank.

Lynn yelped good-naturedly. “All right, let go of me. We got work to do.”

Lucy kept her hand on Lynn’s braid a moment longer, delaying the trips from the line of sick to the pit where the fires burned. “It’s hard, watching the small ones go.”

“I know it. You were terribly sick when you were small. It was more than I could stand.”

“And the medicine from back then, it won’t help these kids?”

“No. Your grandma said it’s only good against sicknesses caused by bacteria, and polio’s a virus. She said even before the Shortage, there was nothing anyone could do for polio once you had it.”

“So she’s trying to figure out where it came from?”

Lynn rose to her feet. “That’s the plan, it seems. Figure out who or what Maddy got it from. In the meantime, we’re not to let anybody near our pond.”

“That should come naturally enough to you,” Lucy said, and Lynn gave her a swat on the behind.

They walked up the bank, away from the shade trees and into the heat of the spring sun. Around the bend in the stream they could see Stebbs and Vera’s cabin. Beyond were the rows of sick, waiting to die or recover. A few had blankets tossed over their faces. Lucy stopped in her tracks, unable to go farther. “I can’t stand lifting the edges to see who we lost.”

“Won’t make ’em any less dead.” Lynn took Lucy by the hand, her touch more gentle than her words. “Don’t forget your handkerchief,” she added, pulling hers up to cover her nose and mouth.

Lucy followed suit, and they made their way through the lines. Vera spotted them and wound her way through the maze of the ill. “Lynn, I’m sorry, but I need you to—”

“I’ve got it.” Lynn headed for the nearest bundle.

“Who was it?” Lucy asked.

Vera spoke softly. “There were quite a few, here in the early morning. Myrtle lost her two youngest.”

“Hank and little Frannie?” A sound followed their names up through her throat, a wordless mourning that Lucy couldn’t keep in. “How’d she take it?”

“She’s sleeping right now, was up all night caring for them. I don’t have the heart to wake her just yet.”

Vera motioned Lucy away from the line of blankets, and they walked into the tall grass, the only privacy there was. “I haven’t told anyone else yet, but Alex Hale died too, and Caroline Bowl.”

“But they’re Lynn’s age, at least. I thought it only killed babies.”

Vera motioned for Lucy to lower her voice. “Usually, yes. From what I know of polio it mostly killed children, the old, or the weak. But Stebbs and I were the last generation to be vaccinated. You remember what vaccination means?”

“It means you can’t get sick.”

“That’s right.” Vera sighed and raised her heavy black hair, shot with silver, off her neck. “For now all we can do is separate the sick from the well, find the source, and hope for the best. I moved the adults over to the other side of the road, by the bridge. There’s no sense in the children seeing their parents ill. It’ll scare them more than anything. They need to be told everything is going to be all right.”

“And what do you want me to do?”

Vera closed her eyes against the sun that was helping the contagion bloom and grow in her patients. “Can you tell me everything is going to be all right?”

 

Lucy spotted Carter in the mid morning, moving among the sick with a canteen. Her usual surge of happiness at seeing him—somewhat boosted of late by the feeling of her heart jumping into her throat—faded when she thought of Maddy.

Looking at Carter now caused the tears to spring into Lucy’s eyes, and she turned her back on him. The child at her feet glanced up at her. “You okay?”

She dropped to her knees beside his blanket and put her hand on his forehead. “Adam, you’re making me look bad. I’m supposed to be the one asking after you.”

He shrugged. “Seems like you’re laughing most of the time. Just not today.”

“Not today. How you feeling?”

“Better, I think,” he said cautiously, as if voicing the possibility would make it a lie. “Thirsty.”

“Water over here,” Lucy called out, and Carter was beside them in seconds. 

“Hey, little man, you’re looking strong,” Carter said, and Lucy had to crush her eyes shut to prevent tears from leaking at the sound of his voice.

A smile tweaked the corners of Adam’s mouth. “Maybe.”

“Better let me hold it,” Carter said, then looked at Lucy. “Vera said not to let it touch their mouths, so it’s more like pouring it down their throats.” Lucy saw he had two canteens, one with an X made out of electrical tape on the lid.

“What’s that?”

“One’s for the sick. The other’s mine, and for the people that got nothing to do but wait.”

Lucy nodded quietly, breaking away from his gaze. His eyes were dry, but she knew Carter well enough to see the pain in them. She slid her arms under Adam’s shoulders and pulled him into a sitting position. His eyes closed in relief as he swallowed, and Lucy laid him back gently.

“Rest,” she whispered to him, brushing some hair off his forehead. “I think you’re one of the lucky ones.”

“One of the few,” Carter said, and her hand found his.

“I’m so sorry,” she tried to say, but her voice broke and the tears she’d been fighting swelled out of her in a rush, coursing down her cheeks and spattering Adam’s shirt along with the wasted water that had seeped from around his weak lips.

Carter’s arm went across her shoulder and pulled her into him, squeezing strength into her body. “I know it, I know,” he said, his own voice thick. “But not here, not in front of the small ones.”

She nodded and pulled away, but he kept his hand on her shoulder. She’d not given much thought to his hands until the past few months, when the calluses and the strength of his fingers had taken on new meaning as she’d wondered how they’d feel against her skin. He brushed this thumb against her cheek, moving the tears back into her hair.

He cleared his throat and stepped back from her. “I need to refill this,” he said, picking up a canteen. “Wanna come with?”

They headed toward the stream, the midday sun baking the backs of their necks.

“Adam seems to be getting better,” Lucy said cautiously.

“I think so, yeah. Might take some time though. I’ve noticed the adults who went down are bouncing back quicker than the kids.”

“And their legs?”

“Not good,” Carter shook his head. “Jeb Calkins is getting better, sure enough, but he can’t move either of his.”

Jeb was a single man, with a young son. “Who’s going to take care of Little Jeb?” Lucy asked.

“Shit, who’s going to take care of Big Jeb?” Carter dipped the canteen in the creek. “What’s going on here, Lucy . . . it’s bad. It’s going to change things. We’ll be a community where half the adults are cripples, most of the children invalids.”

“Stebbs is crippled, always has been. Doesn’t slow him down none.”

“Stebbs has a twisted foot, broken in a trap and never healed right. That’s different from losing the use of your whole leg.”

Lucy sat on the bank, quiet. Carter’s reasoning explained why Lynn had been scared. As usual, she’d realized what something meant in the long run, like how this year’s garden would affect the next, and why a sickness moving through the deer meant she should avoid killing the young ones, so they could repopulate. It wasn’t only people who were being crippled, but their entire way of life. Without healthy adults, they could not defend themselves. Even though outside threats were not nearly as common as they had been a decade earlier, there were still passing bands of people who wanted what they had—water.

And now it would be easier to take it from them.





Three

The next day a fresh wave of patients came in. Siblings lay on blankets their brothers and sisters had vacated, either by going home or to the pits Lynn kept burning.

“I don’t understand it,” Vera muttered, her head resting in her hands while her blank eyes coursed over her notes: jumbled, mismatched scraps of paper torn from whatever had been handy as she questioned the sick. So far, nothing had led her back to the beginning, to Maddy.

“You need to rest, Grandma,” Lucy said from her seat on the floor. Her own body was worn out from long hours tending the patients, her emotions worn so flat she no longer flinched when even the smallest bundles headed for the fires. Lynn looked no better, her hair covered with a fine powdering of soot from the dead.

“I can’t rest,” Vera said. “Not until we know where this came from. All we’re doing is treating the symptoms, not stopping the sickness.”

“Maybe so.” Stebbs moved behind her, his strong hands working to ease the tension in her shoulders. “But you’re not going to make any sense out of those scribbles in the state you’re in. You’ve not slept longer than a few hours since this started.”

“I wouldn’t even call it sleeping, what you do,” Lynn agreed. “You just kinda sit real still and doze.”

“It’s an old doctor’s habit, and good to know I’ve still got the knack.”

“Knack or not, you’re going to bed, Doc,” Stebbs said sternly, and Lynn motioned to Lucy to follow her outside.

“She might be immune to polio, but that don’t mean this epidemic won’t kill her,” Lynn said as they walked down to the stream. “Vera says polio thrives when it gets hot. This outbreak is just a taste of what could be coming, if we don’t figure out the source. She won’t sleep sound ’til that happens.”

Lucy found a spot in the tall grass that was well beaten down and took a seat. Heat lightning flickered across dark thunderheads that had formed on the evening horizon. “Not a good sign,” she said, gesturing toward the pink bolts.

Lynn glanced up. “Nope. No rain, no cool air.” A moan rose from the rows of the sick, out of sight beyond the tall grass, but not out of hearing range.

“You doing okay?”

“Mostly,” Lucy said. “It’s just all the harder because I thought it was through.” The sight of Adam, one leg dangling limp and useless at his father’s side as he was carried away, had been bittersweet. He had lived, but what kind of life he would have in their world was yet to be seen.

“I thought it was done too. I even thought about putting out the fires.”

“That was downright hopeful of you.”

Lynn grunted, as she always did when Lucy teased her, but the hard lines of her mouth softened. “Stupid too.”

“You sleeping here again tonight?” 

Lynn glanced at the chimney of their shared home, barely visible in the distance in the dying light. She sighed. “We’re needed here.” She stomped her own area of grass and lay down. “Get some sleep,” she said brusquely, and rolled over, her braid dark with grime.

Lucy tossed a clod of dirt at her back. “You need a bath.”

“You need to go the hell to sleep,” Lynn shot back, but even in the dark, Lucy could hear the smile.

 

Adam’s father never got up the hill to their home. A rider found Devon, collapsed and weakened, when he heard Adam yelling for help, his voice hoarse from calling. Adam rode back to Vera’s in front of the stranger, his father crumpled against the man’s back. Stebbs pulled Devon off the horse as Lucy helped Adam from the saddle on the other side.

“What happened?”

Adam’s lower lip quivered, but he kept the tears from falling. “Daddy got real tired, carrying me up the hill—said he needed to stop and rest a bit. I got sleepy, and when I woke up he was sitting all funny, and he couldn’t get himself up. I yelled and yelled, but no one came.”

“I found ’em,” the stranger in the saddle said. “Heard the boy calling. Sounded more like an injured animal than anything else. I was awful surprised when I came upon the two of them.”

“We thank you for it,” Stebbs said. “There’s plenty that woulda left ’em.”

“Left ’em or done worse,” the rider admitted.

“Can we give you something for your trouble? A drink?”

Lucy stiffened at the words. Water was like gold, and never offered freely to strangers. The man looked from Stebbs to Devon. “Don’t believe I’ll be drinking any of your water, no offense.”

“None taken.” Stebbs nodded curtly, and the stranger rode off, anxious to put miles between himself and them.

“Can you put him somewhere?” Stebbs nodded to Adam, who was still in Lucy’s arms. “I’ll take Devon.”

“What do you think, mister?” Lucy said to Adam, forcing fake cheer into her voice. “Want to camp out tonight?”

“Can I go to the healer lady’s house?”

“My grandma, you mean?” Lucy headed for the cabin, Adam’s body light in her arms. “Why you wanna go there for?”

“She fixed me before. I thought maybe she could finish it up now and make my leg better.”

Lucy swallowed hard before speaking. “Sweetie, didn’t anybody tell you that you won’t ever be using that leg again? It’s ruined.”

Adam shrugged. “Dad says it never hurts to ask. Worst anybody can say is no.”

Vera glanced up when Lucy walked through the door with her burden. 

“Devon fell ill taking him home,” Lucy said as she laid Adam on the bed. 

“Where’s Devon?” Vera had been at the table, poring over her notes again. A fresh patient meant new information, and she was on her feet in a second.

“Stebbs has him down with the sick.”

“How’d he get back here on foot with Adam?”

Lucy began tucking pillows under Adam’s shoulders to prop him up. “A man on a horse found them, brought them back here.”

“And where is this man?”

“Took off when he saw what we were dealing with.”

“Stebbs let him leave?”

The shock in her grandma’s voice got Lucy’s attention. She looked up to see that Vera had gone white, her fists clenched.

“Yeah, why?”

“If he picked it up from Devon, he’ll infect everyone he meets. Or die alone in the wilderness.”

Lucy glanced back at the little boy in the bed, his frightened eyes bouncing between the two women. “Let’s hope he didn’t catch it then.”

“Quick as this is moving, it’s a better bet to hope he dies alone.”

 

It fell to Carter and Lucy to deliver the news to Devon’s wife. The family lived on a remote hill, because Abigail’s mistrust of people ran deep, even more so than Lynn’s. She preferred to take her chances on the hillside, somewhere her family had a good view of everything around them, their own well, and no other houses in sight.

Lucy trudged up the incline, her calf muscles burning. “I don’t know how Devon could’ve made this climb carrying Adam even if he were healthy,” she said.

Carter wiped the sweat off his forehead. “I know she’s got her reasons, but damn, this is inconvenient for the rest of us.”

“Lynn says she’s got a right to live up here, if that’s what she wants.”

“And what do you say?”

Lucy tripped on a branch and muttered a curse. “I say she can’t expect help to come running if we can’t hear her yelling for it.” Her breath hitched in her chest, and she slid to the ground. “Sorry, I gotta stop.” Days of tending the ill had stripped her of strength.

Carter rested next to her, their backs against a huge oak. “I’m not in a hurry to get up there, anyway. You and I aren’t exactly her favorite people.”

One of Lucy’s more ill-advised pranks had involved swapping out Abigail’s prized newborn calf with a stuffed animal of a cow. The punishment had been steep—Lynn had made her haul water from the pond for a month—but the fun had been worth it.

Lucy rolled her eyes. “I think being one of Abigail’s favorite people requires blood relation. So I’ll pass. Besides, there was no harm done.”

“You’re still a rabble-rouser.” Carter knocked his knee against hers.

“And you’re trouble.” She knocked it back.

“Remember you and me and Maddy slept up in her haymow so we could see her face when she came down to the barn in the morning?” Carter went on, laughing. “And Maddy didn’t know there was a bunch of kittens up there, ’til one of them jumped on her? Turned out that herbal soap your grandma gave Maddy for her birthday had catnip in it.”

“I swear I didn’t know that.” Lucy giggled.

“Maybe not, but you knew full well it was just a kitten in her hair, and you started screaming about bats anyway, and she went through the roof. You and me was trying to shush her up, but she woke up baby Adam all the way in the house.”

“Yeah.” Lucy’s smile faded. “Yeah, I remember.”

And now Maddy was dead, and the baby whose cries they’d wished away that night was a crippled little boy whose father might not live through the day.

Carter quieted as well, his own thoughts turning toward the present. He rose to his feet, holding out a hand for her. “C’mon then,” he said. “Let’s get this over with.”

 

Abigail didn’t answer Carter’s knock. He tried again, but they heard no movement in the house. He pulled his fist back to try another time, then froze mid motion. “You don’t suppose she caught it and died up here, do you?”

Lucy backed off the porch, glancing around the overgrown yard to the outbuildings. “Doubt it. The garden’s recently watered and the cows aren’t kicking up a fuss, wanting to be milked. She’s in there. She just doesn’t want to talk to us.”

“Better make my point then,” Carter said, and redoubled his efforts, pounding on the door.

Lucy stepped farther out into the yard and glanced up into the second story of the old farmhouse. A curtain hastily slipped back into place. “She’s up there,” she said to Carter. Then, more loudly, “Abigail, it’s Lucy from down by the pond. I need you to come out here and talk to us.”

Carter joined Lucy in the yard and called up at the window. “Abigail—it’s about your son. Get down here or we’ll walk off and you won’t know what’s happened.”

A thin voice crept through the open window. “If he’s dead, I don’t want to know.”

Carter sighed. “He ain’t dead. Now come down.”

They heard shuffling as she walked away from the open window, then nothing for several minutes until the front door creaked open. A small woman with ratted blond hair peered around the corner.

Lucy tried her best smile, one that could melt even Lynn at times. “We need to talk to you about Devon.”

“Thought you said this was about Adam?”

“Him too,” Carter said, stepping toward the porch.

“You stay back there,” Abigail said sharply, her thin voice suddenly strong. “I can hear you fine from the yard.”

“All right then.” He slowly backpedaled to stand next to Lucy. “I think she’s got a gun,” he said to her softly.

“Who doesn’t?” Lucy sighed, then raised her voice toward Abigail. “We came to tell you what’s going on with your man and boy. You can put the rifle down.”

Abigail stepped out onto the porch, rifle pointed at the ground. “Tell me what you like, makes no difference what I’m holding at the time.”

“It’s slightly rude,” Lucy said. Carter shot her a dark look, and she clamped her mouth shut.

“Rude ain’t nothing that I’ve done. Rude is breaking into people’s barns and pulling tricks on them.”

“Lots of people are sick, Abigail,” Carter said quickly. “Devon’s one of ’em.”

A line appeared between Abigail’s eyes as she studied the two teens. “Adam’s the one who’s sick. Devon took him down to your healer to make him well.”

“And she tried, Abigail, she did,” Lucy said, emotion making her voice thick. “But this sickness—it’s not like a normal fever. It’s polio, and Adam . . . he’s okay, but . . . he’s . . .”

“He’s crippled,” Carter said. “No way around it.”

Abigail’s mouth tightened. “What about Devon? What’s wrong with him?”

“Same thing,” Carter answered. “It’s not good, Abigail. You should come down, be with your husband.”

“You think, do you?” Abigail said, her mouth twisting. “So everyone can get a good look at the woman who won’t come down off the hill?”

Lucy glanced at Carter. He grasped her wrist, urging silence.

“You come up here, to tell me my man—who don’t get sick—is sick, and my boy—who was fine yesterday—is a cripple today. I wouldn’t believe either one of you if you told me it was raining and my head was wet with the drops.” She cocked the gun and strode toward them to the edge of the porch.

Carter stepped in front of Lucy. “We came up here to deliver a message,” he said, “and we’ve done it. We’ll be leaving now.”

“You came up here to make a fool of me,” Abigail hissed at them. “Devon ain’t sick with nothing but lust, looking at that woman who calls herself your mother, little girl. You wanna make a laughingstock of me, drag me down the hill so I see what’s really keeping him down there?”

Carter stepped backward, pushing Lucy behind him. “Nobody’s laughing down there, Abigail. I promise you that.”

“Go on then.” She jerked the rifle toward them. “Get on back down there and tell my man to come back to me, and bring my son. I know he’s whole, and I know he’s well, and I know you two are full of shit.”

Her voice cracked on the last word and she retreated back into the house, slamming the door behind her. Carter and Lucy stumbled down the decline of the hill as they headed for the woods, Abigail’s rising sobs breaking on their ears.

“Does she really think we’d make up a story to bring her down the hill for kicks?” Lucy asked.

“Hard to say.” Carter held a tree branch for her to pass by before letting it snap back. She smiled to herself; a year ago he would’ve let it hit her in the face. “But don’t let what some crackpot thinks of you ruin your day.”

“It’s more likely the dead bodies’ll do that,” Lucy said.

Carter laughed and grabbed her hand suddenly. “Remind me never to come to you for comfort.”

She opened her mouth to apologize, but he waved her off and they walked on, fingers intertwined. They followed the stream downhill toward Vera’s, neither of them commenting on the fact that they were holding hands, or how very normal it felt.

Lucy dropped his hand as they came into the clearing near Vera’s cabin. She could hear Lynn clearly as they approached. “You’d better be damn sure about this,” she was saying. “Once it’s said, there’s no taking it back.”

“Something’s up,” Carter said.

The door was propped open, and through it Lucy could see Vera bent over her notes, exhaustion dimming the usual brightness of her eyes. “I’m sure,” Vera said quietly.

Lucy knocked hesitantly on the open door. “Uh . . . are we interrupting?”

Stebbs shook his head. “No. You need to come in here. Both of you. And shut the door behind you.”

Lucy’s trembling hand struggled with the simple hook-and-eye lock. Stebbs was only serious with her when things were dire.

The three adults looked at one another for a moment, the weight of their silence resting on Lucy’s heart more heavily than any words. “What? What is it?”

“Who’s gonna tell him?” Lynn asked, looking to Vera and Stebbs.

“Tell me what?” Carter asked, his hand finding Lucy’s despite the adults seeing.

Vera cleared her throat. “I’ve been looking at my notes, trying to figure out the source of the outbreak. You remember there was a lull, and then we got slammed by more sick than we had in the first wave.”

“Like the brothers and sisters of people who were first sick,” Lucy said slowly. “They were passing it to each other.”

“Except they weren’t,” Vera said. “I thought so too, but then I realized the incubation period was wrong. If the second wave of patients were catching it from their siblings, they would’ve been symptomatic sooner. Instead they weren’t showing up here until their brothers and sisters were better.”

“Or dead,” Lynn added.

“Incubation period?” Carter looked from Vera to Stebbs. “What’s that mean?”

“It’s the time period from when you’re exposed to the virus to when it actually makes you sick. This second wave was getting sick after they came here.”

“So they caught it here,” Lucy said. “No big surprise, this place was crawling with sick.”

Vera shook her head. “No, sweetheart. We made sure there was no contact between the well and the ill. The first rule of keeping a contagion in hand is quarantine.”

“People break rules, Grandma.”

“If it were an isolated case or two, I would agree,” Vera said. “But every person in the second wave had been here. So it had to have been someone carrying it between the two groups.”

“Oh, Jesus,” Carter said, color draining from his face. “It was me, wasn’t it? I must’ve mixed up which canteen I was using for the sick and for the well.”

Lucy felt his fingers go cold in her own. “You wouldn’t do that,” she said, voice hard. “You wouldn’t make a mistake like that.”

Stebbs walked over from his place beside Vera and put a hand on Carter’s shoulder. “It’s best you sit down, son. There’s more to tell.” Stebbs steered him away from Lucy to the empty chair opposite Vera.

“Lucy,” Lynn said. “You come on over here with me now.”

Her body tensed in rebellion, every muscle wanting to follow Carter, but Lynn’s tone left no room for argument, and Lucy joined her against the wall.

“He wouldn’t have done that,” she said vehemently to Lynn. “He’s smarter than that.”

“It wasn’t the water,” said Vera. “Do you remember me telling everyone about the different kinds of polio, and how they affect people?”

“Yeah. Some people are paralyzed, like Adam. Some people only get a fever, and then feel fine. Some die, like my sister,” said Carter.

“And some don’t even know they have it,” Vera said.

Realization dawned on Lucy, her heart collapsing under the weight of what Vera was saying. “No,” she said, the word barely squeezing past her lips. “He is not sick.” Carter’s gaze jumped from Vera to Lucy, his confusion evident.

Vera reached across the table, clasping his hands in her own. “I’m so sorry. I tried to find another answer, but it fits. Your sister was the first, the people who came in after had all interacted with you at some point. The second wave was so perfectly timed, it had to be someone here. You were the one moving between the sick and the well, carrying messages and sharing your water.”

“Can you . . . Is there any way to tell, to be sure?” Carter asked, his voice stronger than his shaking hands.

“Without a way to look at cells in your blood, no. All I’ve got to go on is timelines and crossed paths,” Vera said.

“So you could be wrong,” Lucy said.

“It’s possible,” Vera admitted, still looking at Carter. “But that would put me back at square one, searching for a source. So I need you to tell me—had you not felt well at any point before Maddy got sick?”

Carter shook his head, his throat too constricted for speech. Stebbs stepped behind him, put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “This is important, son. So think hard, and be honest.”

“No fever? No muscle spasms?” Vera continued.

“No, nothing,” Carter said.

“What about headaches?”

Carter stopped shaking his head and closed his eyes. “Shit,” he said, slowly and quietly, the one syllable damning him. “Yeah. The day we went swimming. I had a blinder, but I went anyway.” He opened his eyes and looked at Lucy. “’Cause I wanted to see you.”

A breath slipped from her hitching chest, and a sob followed it. She tried to go to him, but Lynn’s grip on her arm was like an iron band. She couldn’t offer him comfort when he put his head on the table and sobbed for the death he had brought upon his sister, the racking breaths shaking his frame, his tears soaking Vera’s notes. Vera and Stebbs did what they could, the inoculated surrounding the infected, the innocent watching from the shadows.
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