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Shepherd
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THE GULF REMEMBERS everything.

That's what my father used to say when the whiskey hadn't taken his words yet. He'd sit on the lowest step of The Stilthouse, feet in the water at high tide, and talk to the Gulf like it owed him answers. The Gulf remembers every boat that crosses it, every body it swallows, every storm it survives. The Gulf remembers, and it never forgives.

I think about that now, watching the supply boat cut a white scar across the flat green water. I think about memory, and forgiveness, and the particular cruelty of things that stay when people don't.

The boat is early. The monthly supply run usually docks at noon, when the sun has already turned The Stilthouse into an oven and the only tolerable square footage is the shaded patch of balcony where the overhang blocks the worst of it. But today the engine sound reaches me at ten, cutting through the hum of cicadas and the wet slap of Gulf water against the pilings beneath my feet.

I set down the glass I'm cleaning and step onto the balcony. The railing burns under my palms. June on the Louisiana Gulf coast doesn't arrive so much as descend, a weight of heat and moisture that presses the village of Briar Cove flat against the waterline. The temperature hit a hundred and two by eight this morning. The haze at the horizon smudges the boundary between water and sky into a dirty silver band, and even from this distance, I can feel it thickening. Something meteorological is building out there, slow and patient, the way bad decisions build.

The boat is close enough now to see the figure on the bow. Small duffel bag. Practical clothing, nothing for show. She's standing at the rail with one hand shading her eyes, and something about the posture stops me. Not the posture itself but the quality of it. Composed. Self-contained. A woman who's been to places that required composure and decided to keep it even when nobody was watching.

I've seen doctors before. The health department sends them once or twice a year for the vaccination rotations nobody on the mainland wants. They arrive sweating and smiling, endure their five days, and leave with a story about the "quaint fishing village" that makes them feel adventurous at cocktail parties in Baton Rouge. They never stay. They were never going to.

This one stands different.

I go back behind the bar and pick up the glass. I hold it to the light, check for smudges, set it on the shelf. The motion is mechanical, a repetition that lets the rest of my mind work the way it wants to. Which is to say: on her. Already.

My thumb finds the cistern key on my belt, the brass warm from body heat. I run my finger along the notched edge, a habit so old I stopped noticing it years ago. Marisol says I touch the key the way other men touch a rosary. She's not wrong. Faith and control come from the same place when you've learned that nothing stays unless you hold it.

The boat docks. I can hear Roscoe catching the line, his deep voice greeting the captain. Then a woman's voice, clear and direct, no wasted warmth. She's thanking the captain for the ride. She's asking where the clinic is. She's already working.

I don't go down to meet her.

That will come later, the introduction, the handshake, the careful calibration of my face into something welcoming and uncomplicated. Shepherd Kane, owner of The Stilthouse, unofficial everything of Briar Cove. I'll extend a hand and keep my eyes neutral and say something about how we're glad to have a doctor, how the dengue situation has the older residents worried, how the accommodations above the bar aren't luxury but the sheets are clean and the generator keeps one fan running through the night.

I'll do all of that. But right now, I watch.

She walks up the dock with a gait that favors efficiency over grace, her medical kit in one hand and the duffel over the opposite shoulder. Balanced. A body accustomed to carrying its own weight. She doesn't look up at The Stilthouse, doesn't scan the village with tourist eyes. She looks at the ground, the dock planks, the water level marks on the pilings. She's reading the environment the way I read a bar crowd. Diagnostic.

Marisol comes out of the general store and intercepts her. I can't hear the words from up here, but I see the exchange. Marisol's handshake is firm, her smile genuine, her eyes doing the quick village-elder scan she applies to every outsider: threat assessment, usefulness evaluation, duration estimate. Marisol glances up at the bar. She catches my silhouette in the window. Something crosses her face, a look I've seen before, the one she wore when I rebuilt the dock after Hurricane Lena. The one that says: careful.

I step back from the glass.

My hand is still on the cistern key. My thumb has pressed so hard into the brass that the notch has left a red line on the pad. I release it, flex the hand, and feel the tendons pull across scarred knuckles.

Five days. That's what the health department told Marisol. Five days for a standard vaccination rotation. One hundred and twenty hours. I could calculate it further. I could count the tides, the meals, the sunsets. I could map her probable schedule, the hours she'll spend in the clinic, the meals she'll eat at the bar because there's nowhere else, the evenings she'll sit on the balcony because the room upstairs holds heat like a confession.

I could do all of that. I won't.

Five days.

The haze at the horizon thickens, and I stand in my bar and wait for a woman whose name I don't yet know to climb my stairs, and my hands are steady, and my mind is already building architectures I shouldn't build, and the Gulf remembers everything, and I am my father's son.
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Arrival Protocol

Ondine

Briar Cove smells like gasoline and rot.

Not the romantic kind of rot, not Spanish moss draped over something picturesque. The practical kind. Fish guts drying on dock planks. Diesel fuel leaking from a bilge pump that hasn't been serviced since the previous administration. Standing water in a crab trap that someone forgot to empty last Tuesday. The smell hits me before my foot leaves the boat, a physical presence with weight and temperature, and I catalog it automatically: organic decomposition, petroleum hydrocarbons, brackish water, humidity acting as a fixative. My brain files it under Environmental Assessment and moves on.

The dock is narrow, sun-bleached, and missing every third plank. I step over the gaps with the careful precision of a woman who once navigated a collapsed hospital corridor in Port-au-Prince at three in the morning. The medical kit is heavy in my right hand. The duffel strap bites into my left shoulder. I don't adjust it. Adjusting is an admission that the weight is noticeable, and I stopped admitting that in my second year with Doctors Without Borders.

The village, if that's the word for it, sits on the lip of the Gulf like something the water coughed up and couldn't be bothered to swallow again. Twenty or thirty structures, most of them raised on pilings, connected by a web of wooden walkways and crushed-shell paths. A general store. A bait shop. A community hall that doubles as a church on Sundays, based on the cross nailed above the door at an angle that suggests either haste or irreverence. No cell tower. No paved road. A single causeway stretching inland across tidal flats, the asphalt cracked and sinking in places where the land has decided to become water.

And above everything, on pilings that rise higher than anything else in Briar Cove, a bar.

The Stilthouse is impossible and defiant. Two stories of salt-eaten wood and corrugated metal, cantilevered over the Gulf on pilings thick as telephone poles, braced with diagonal beams that cross like broken fingers. The lower level is open air, just a bar counter and stools and a floor that lets you see the water twelve feet below through the gaps in the planking. The upper level is closed in, a row of windows facing the Gulf, a balcony that wraps the south side. It shouldn't stand. The engineering is an argument with physics that physics is slowly winning. And yet there it is, the tallest thing for miles, casting a shadow across the dock like a sundial marking hours no one asked it to count.

There's someone in the upper window. A silhouette, motionless, backlit by the interior. Watching.

I don't wave.

"Dr. Leclerc?"

The woman who approaches has the particular authority of someone who has survived hurricanes and church committees in equal measure. Sixties, brown-skinned, broad-shouldered, with silver-streaked hair pulled back from a face that manages to look both welcoming and evaluative. She shakes my hand with the grip of someone who opens stuck jars for a living.

"Marisol Vega. I run the store and everything else they can't be bothered to run themselves." She takes my duffel without asking, and I let her because fighting her for it would take more energy than the heat allows. "Your room's above the bar. Only place with a working generator and a ceiling fan. Don't ask about the noise on Friday nights."

"The dengue vaccination program," I start.

"Community hall, eight to noon, already posted the schedule. Sixty-three adults need first doses, twelve need boosters, and the children under five are handled by the school run, which isn't a school, it's Patrice Thibodaux's kitchen, but we call it a school because it makes the state forms easier." She's walking as she talks, and I follow because the alternative is standing on a dock in a hundred and four degrees with no shade. "The bar serves dinner at six. Breakfast if you're up before he is, which you won't be, because Shepherd doesn't sleep."

"Shepherd?"

"Kane. Owns The Stilthouse. Owns most of the dock. Owns the satellite phone." She says this last item the way you'd say owns the only gun. "He takes care of the village."

The way she says takes care has a weight I can't parse yet. I file it. I'm good at filing things. My residency supervisor called it clinical detachment. My mother called it coldness. I call it efficiency.

Marisol stops at the base of The Stilthouse stairs. Nineteen steps, steep, no railing on the Gulf side. The wood has been bleached and then darkened by alternating sun and storm until it's the color of old bone. She hands me a key on a piece of fishing line.

"Room's the second door. Bathroom's shared, but you'll be the only one using it. Fresh water comes from the cistern, not the tap. Don't drink the tap water. Don't open the Gulf-side windows during a squall. Don't leave food out or the raccoons will negotiate a hostile takeover."

"And the bar?"

"He closes when he feels like it. Could be midnight, could be two. Depends on his mood and whether Cable decides to tell fishing stories." She looks at me, a longer look than the introduction warranted. "You'll be fine. Five days goes fast out here."

"That's what they told me about Port-au-Prince."

Something flickers in her expression. Reassessment. "You've done fieldwork."

"Four years with MSF. Three countries. Two cholera outbreaks, one earthquake, and a coup that was technically a regime change but felt like a coup."

"Then Briar Cove should be a vacation."

"I don't take vacations."

"No," she says, and that evaluative look is back. "I don't imagine you do."

She leaves me at the stairs. I climb. The medical kit hits each step with a muffled thud, a heartbeat rhythm that follows me up. The heat increases with altitude, which is wrong. Heat should dissipate as you rise. But The Stilthouse traps it, the metal roof and wooden walls holding the day's accumulation like a fever that won't break.

The bar level is open to the breeze, which helps. A long counter, hand-sanded, the wood dark with years of oil and salt. Eight stools. A shelf of liquor bottles, half of them unlabeled. A ceiling fan that barely moves, its blades thick with dust. Below my feet, through the gaps in the floorboards, the Gulf slides and sighs.

And behind the bar, a man.

He's tall. That's the first thing, because the bar has a low ceiling and he occupies the space beneath it like someone who has learned to make height look like stillness instead of dominance. Sun-darkened skin, forearms exposed by rolled sleeves, scarred across the right knuckles in a pattern that speaks of either accident or intention, and I know enough about hands to know the difference. His eyes are the problem. Light grey, nearly colorless in the late-morning glare, and they're on me with a focus that doesn't match a bartender greeting a guest. This is the focus of assessment. Of someone measuring what walked in.

He sets down the glass he's holding. His hands are large, methodical, unhurried. The scarred knuckles catch the light.

"Dr. Leclerc." Not a question. He knows who I am. Small village. One phone. One bar. One road. Information moves through Briar Cove the way blood moves through a closed system: everywhere, immediately. "Shepherd Kane."

"Mr. Kane."

"Just Shepherd." He reaches under the bar and produces a glass of water. Cold, beaded with condensation, placed on the counter exactly where I'd have to step closer to reach it. "You look like the heat hit you on the dock."

I didn't realize it was visible. I don't like that it was visible. I step forward and take the water. Our fingers don't touch. The glass is cold enough to sting.

"The room is upstairs?"

"Second door. Clean sheets, working fan, window that opens if you force it. The latch sticks in humidity." He leans against the back counter, arms crossed, and the posture is casually territorial in a way that makes me think of dogs marking fence lines. Not aggressive. Declarative. This is mine. "How long did they give you?"

"Five days."

"That's optimistic."

"For a vaccination rotation?"

"For the causeway." He nods toward the window, toward the flat grey stretch of road visible in the distance. "Floods at high tide. More so when the pressure drops. And the pressure's been dropping since Tuesday."

I look at the horizon. The haze I noticed from the boat has thickened, a grey-white band that blurs the line between water and sky. "What's the forecast?"

"This far out, there is no forecast. There's the Gulf, and there's what the Gulf decides to do." He pauses. "But if you're asking whether you should worry about getting out on schedule, I'd say don't make plans you can't break."

It's not a threat. It's not even a warning. It's the tone of a man stating a condition of the environment the way you'd note the presence of gravity. Factual. Immovable.

I drink the water. It tastes like metal and cold and something faintly mineral, and it's the best thing I've consumed in eight hours.

"I'll be in the clinic at seven tomorrow," I tell him. "I'll need access to refrigeration for the vaccine supply and a contact list for the households I haven't reached."

"Marisol has both."

"Good." I set the glass down. "Thank you for the water."

"Anytime." His eyes hold mine for a beat longer than the conversation requires. Then he picks up another glass and begins cleaning it, and the dismissal is so smooth I almost miss that it isn't a dismissal at all. It's a repositioning. He's turning his back to give me room to leave, but the angle of his body keeps me in his peripheral vision.

I climb the remaining stairs to the second floor. The hallway is narrow, dim, heavy with trapped heat. The second door opens with a key that fights the lock. Inside: a single bed, a nightstand, a window facing the Gulf, and a ceiling fan that starts with a grinding protest when I find the switch. The sheets are white and clean and smell like line-dried cotton.

I set my medical kit on the nightstand and my duffel on the floor. I stand at the window.

Briar Cove spreads below me, salt-eaten and stubborn, a village that exists because someone once decided to stay and no one since has had a good enough reason to leave. The Gulf stretches beyond it, flat and green and enormous, and the haze at the horizon has thickened into something that looks almost solid, a second sea suspended above the first.

Below me, through the floor, I hear the clink of a glass being placed on a shelf. The man with the grey eyes and the scarred hands, moving in his territory with the certainty of someone who built the walls himself.

Five days.

I've survived worse.
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The Keeper

Shepherd

She sets up the clinic like a field hospital.

I watch from the balcony, coffee in hand, the mug too hot for the weather but I drink it anyway because routine is the scaffolding of a life built on nothing else. Below, across the crushed-shell path, the community hall door is propped open and Ondine Leclerc is converting a space that smells like hymn books and fish fry into something sterile and functional.

She works fast. Not rushed, not frantic. Fast in the way of someone who has done this enough times that her body runs the protocol while her mind works three steps ahead. Folding table positioned by the window for natural light. Vaccine vials transferred to the cooler Marisol provided, a battered thing that used to hold bait shrimp and now holds a hundred doses of tetravalent dengue vaccine. Intake forms arranged in alphabetical stacks. A sharps container, a biohazard bag, a portable blood pressure cuff she tests on her own arm before trusting it.

Her arms are tanned from the dock walk yesterday, the skin already darker at the shoulders where the tank top exposes them. She's wearing her hair in a braid that sits heavy against her spine, but the humidity has already won the war at her temples. Dark curls escape at the nape and along the hairline, damp and undisciplined, and I watch them the way I watch weather patterns. With focused, patient attention. With the understanding that what I'm tracking has its own logic and I am not part of it.

She tapes a sign to the door: VACCINATION CLINIC — 8:00 AM TO 12:00 PM — ALL RESIDENTS WELCOME. The handwriting is legible, confident, all caps. A doctor's hand trained out of the legendary illegibility. She steps back, checks the alignment, adjusts one corner. The precision is unnecessary and entirely characteristic of every interaction I've observed in the eighteen hours since she arrived.

I time her setup. Twenty-three minutes. The last doctor took an hour and left the cooler too close to the window where the sun would compromise the cold chain. Ondine Leclerc positioned hers in the northeast corner, shaded, elevated on a chair to keep it off the floor where the humidity pools. She's good.

I don't like how much I like that she's good.

The coffee burns the back of my throat. I set the mug on the railing and watch the first patients arrive. Roscoe, because Roscoe does everything first and regrets nothing. Then the Thibodaux family, Cable's mother herding three grandchildren who look like they'd rather be anywhere with water and fewer needles. Ondine greets each of them with professional warmth, the kind that says I see you and I'm competent without crossing into I'm your friend. The children settle under her voice. One of them laughs. I can't hear what she said, but the laugh is genuine, a child's trust offered without negotiation.

My grip tightens on the railing.

I go inside. The bar doesn't need restocking, but I restock it anyway. Bottles rearranged, glasses checked, the ice machine emptied and refilled. My hands need occupation. They've needed occupation since yesterday, since the moment she stepped off the boat and read my dock pilings like a medical chart.

The satellite phone on my belt buzzes. I check the screen. Louisiana Department of Health, regional office. They're confirming Dr. Leclerc's arrival, requesting her status report. Standard protocol.

I hold the phone for six seconds. Then I slide it back onto my belt without answering.

The call will log as missed. Cell service this far out is nonexistent, but satellite connections are reliable enough that a missed call means I chose not to answer. I'll tell myself the signal was weak. I'll tell myself I was busy. I'll tell myself the lies that function as load-bearing walls in the architecture of the thing I'm already building.

I go down to the dock at noon, when the heat hits its daily ceiling and everything with sense has retreated to shade. The skiff assigned to Ondine sits in the last slip, a flat-bottomed aluminum boat with a ten-horse outboard, sufficient for the six-mile run to the offshore buoy where the supply launches dock. I step into it. The hull rocks under my weight. The motor is old, salt-crusted, reliable in the way that simple engines are when they're maintained.

I open the engine cowling. Inside, the spark plug sits in its housing, copper and ceramic, functional. I wrap my fingers around it and pull. It comes free with a ceramic click, like a tooth extracted cleanly. I hold it in my palm. Forty grams of metal and insulation. Without it, the engine is dead weight.

I slide the spark plug into my pocket and close the cowling.

The motor is unreliable. That's what I'll say if she asks. Old engine, salt corrosion, these things happen out here. I'll offer to look at it. Tomorrow, I'll say. When the heat breaks. Except the heat doesn't break in June on the Louisiana Gulf, and tomorrow is a word I can stretch as long as I need it.

I stand in the skiff and look at the horizon. The haze has advanced since yesterday. The silver band is wider, thicker, and closer. I've lived on this coast for thirty-four years, and I know what a heat haze looks like when it's building toward something sustained. The temperature differential between the superheated Gulf surface and the cooler air layer above it creates a persistent inversion, trapping moisture in a low-lying fog that can reduce visibility to nothing and persist for days. Sometimes a week. Sometimes longer.

Conditions are favorable. Barometric pressure dropping, wind dying, water temperature running four degrees above seasonal average. If the pattern holds, the haze will settle over the Gulf within forty-eight hours. When it does, marine navigation becomes impossible. The supply boat won't run. The causeway, which floods at high tide on normal days, becomes impassable when the tidal patterns destabilize under low pressure.

Briar Cove will be cut off. It happens every few years. The village endures. We have the cistern, the generator, stored provisions. We know how to wait.

She doesn't know how to wait. I saw that in the way she set up the clinic. Efficient, urgent, task-oriented. A woman built for forward motion stuck in a place where the only direction is deeper in.

I climb out of the skiff and walk back up the dock. The spark plug presses against my thigh through the fabric of my pocket, a small, warm weight. I should feel something about what I just did. Guilt, maybe. The word sabotage, which is a hard word, a word with edges. But what I feel is the particular calm that follows a decision too large to reconsider. The calm of a current that has already chosen its direction.

At three o'clock, I watch her close the clinic. She's vaccinated forty-one residents in five hours. She's documented every dose, every lot number, every adverse reaction check. She walks back toward The Stilthouse with her medical kit and a posture that betrays nothing except a slight roll of the left shoulder, a tension pattern consistent with someone who's been holding a syringe in the same hand for five hours.

She climbs the stairs. I hear her in the hall above. The door to her room opens, closes. The fan starts with its grinding protest.

I pour a glass of water. I set it on the bar, in the spot where she sat last night. Then I take a rag and clean the counter around it, leaving the glass untouched, a single point of stillness in the middle of my work.

Evening comes in layers out here. The light doesn't fade so much as thicken, going from white to gold to amber to the deep rust that turns the Gulf into hammered copper. I light the bar lamps. Roscoe arrives for his nightly beer. Cable comes after, salt-crusted from a day on the shrimp boat, ordering whiskey because he thinks it makes him look like his grandfather.

Ondine appears at seven. She's showered, her braid redone, tighter this time, the curls at her nape temporarily defeated. She wears a cotton blouse that's too heavy for the heat, and I understand it as armor. Professional distance. The woman who treated forty-one patients today is now off duty, but she hasn't taken off the uniform.

She sits at the bar. I slide the water glass toward her. She looks at it, at me, and something crosses her face. Not gratitude. Evaluation.

"I didn't order this."

"You didn't have to."

She drinks. I watch her throat move and turn away to pour Roscoe another beer. The heat sits between us like a living thing. Outside, the sun drops below the haze line, and the horizon disappears, and the world gets smaller by one more degree.

Cable tells a fishing story. Roscoe argues about bait. The village hums its nightly frequency, and Ondine listens, and I listen to her listening, and the Gulf ticks under the floor like a clock that counts in tides instead of seconds.

At midnight, I close the bar. Cable and Roscoe drift home. Ondine went upstairs an hour ago. The silence settles, and I stand on the lowest step with my feet in the Gulf water, warm as bathwater, and the salt stings a cut on my ankle I don't remember getting.

The spark plug is still in my pocket. I take it out and hold it in the moonlight. Copper and ceramic. A small thing. An absence that will become a presence in her life within days, a missing piece she'll notice and ask about and accept my explanation for, because why would a bartender in a fishing village lie about a boat motor?

The haze has crossed the halfway mark. By tomorrow evening, it will reach the outer channel markers. By the day after, it will touch the dock.

I put the spark plug back in my pocket. I look at the Gulf, and the Gulf looks back, and neither of us blinks.

Five days. That's what she said.

I can work with five days.
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Vital Signs

Ondine

I wake before dawn because my body doesn't know how to waste daylight.

The fan above the bed churns the heat into something that pretends to be breeze without committing to the act. The sheets are damp. Not from sweat alone but from the humidity that has seeped through the window screen overnight, a Gulf Coast morning greeting that deposits a fine layer of moisture on every surface. My medical kit, the nightstand, the windowsill, my own skin. Everything is glazed.

I swing my legs over the side of the bed and press my feet to the wood floor. It's warm. Not from the sun, which hasn't cleared the horizon yet, but from the day before. This building stores heat the way old grudges store resentment: deep, structural, resistant to any effort at release.

Downstairs, the bar is empty. The stools stand at attention. The counter gleams with the particular sheen of wood that has been hand-oiled for decades. I can hear the Gulf below the floorboards, its predawn rhythm slower than yesterday, the swells lazy and flat, which means the barometric pressure is still falling. Falling pressure, flattening swells, thickening haze. I learned to read these signs in Haiti, where weather determines survival and waiting for a forecast is a luxury the infrastructure can't support.

I make coffee using the French press on the back counter. The grounds are good, unexpectedly good for a fishing village without a grocery store. Dark roast, finely ground, stored in an airtight canister with a handwritten label: Café du Monde. Someone in this village has taste, or at least a mail-order habit.

The coffee is still brewing when the stairs creak. Shepherd Kane appears from the upper landing, which means his room is also on the second floor, which means we share a hallway, a bathroom, and approximately nine hundred square feet of personal atmosphere. He's dressed for work in the way that men who do physical labor dress: worn canvas pants, a shirt he'll discard by noon, boots that have survived more water than leather should tolerate.

"You're up early." He says it without surprise. A man who catalogued my habits yesterday and already has predictions.

"Occupational hazard." I pour my coffee. "Where do you keep the sugar?"

"Behind the bourbon."

I find it. A paper bag, half-empty, stored behind a bottle of Maker's Mark with practiced illogic. I add a spoonful to my mug and return to the counter. He moves behind the bar, starting his own morning sequence: ice machine check, glass inventory, a visual sweep of the shelf bottles. His hands work without his eyes, which are on me. Not staring. Something more patient than staring. Observing. Gathering data.

"I need to talk to you about the schedule," I say, because silence in an enclosed space with this man feels like a concession I'm not prepared to make. "I've covered forty-one residents. Marisol's list has seventy-five adults plus the children. At my current pace, I'll finish initial doses by Thursday."

"Thursday." He repeats it the way you'd repeat a diagnosis you were expecting but didn't want confirmed. "The supply boat was due yesterday."

"I noticed it didn't arrive."

"Engine trouble. Captain radioed from Terrebonne. He's waiting on a part."

"And the causeway?"

"Flooded since last night. Spring tide plus the pressure drop." He pauses, his back to me, arranging bottles that don't need arranging. "Could clear this afternoon. Depends on the Gulf."

I take this information and run it through the same triage protocol I use for patient intake. Chief complaint: isolation. Contributing factors: failed transport, weather, geographic vulnerability. Prognosis: uncertain, depending on variables I can't control. Recommended treatment: patience.

I hate patience. Patience is what people recommend when they've run out of solutions.

"I need to report to the regional office by end of day three," I say. "Is there a landline? A radio?"

"Satellite phone." He turns, and there it is, clipped to his belt like a sidearm. He unclips it, holds it up. "Signal's best around ten in the morning, before the haze interferes with the uplink. You're welcome to use it."

"Thank you."

"Or I can make the call for you. Report your numbers, confirm the schedule. I know the office protocol."

The offer is generous and precisely wrong. I don't delegate communications about my patients. I don't hand someone else the narrative of my work and trust them to deliver it accurately. I've seen what happens when intermediaries filter information. In Kinshasa, a supply coordinator "summarized" my cholera report and three hundred doses of ORS arrived instead of three thousand. People died because someone else told the story.

"I'll make the call myself. Ten o'clock?"

"Ten o'clock." He clips the phone back to his belt. The motion is smooth, proprietary. The phone returns to his body the way a retracted limb returns to an octopus: naturally, without thought, as though it was never truly separate.

I file this.

The morning clinic runs efficiently. Marisol is my aide, which I didn't ask for and didn't need but accept because refusing her would be a political error in a village this small. She knows every resident by name, ailment, and grudge. She steers the nervous ones to my station with the practiced calm of a woman who has talked people through hurricanes and church splits. She's good at this. Better than most nurses I've worked with.

Between patients, I meet the village.

Cable Thibodaux arrives for his vaccine with a grin that belongs on a beer commercial. He's young, sun-bleached, with the easy physicality of someone whose body is a tool he uses without thinking about. He calls me "Doc" before I've introduced myself and asks if I've tried the redfish at The Stilthouse. "Shepherd catches them himself. Fillets them right on the dock. Man's got hands like a surgeon." He says this without irony. I note it.

Aurèle Fontenot refuses the vaccine. He's in his fifties, with the capillary-burst complexion of chronic alcoholism and the stiff dignity of a man who was once important. He stands in the doorway of the community hall and says, "I don't need a shot from a government doctor who'll be gone by Friday."

"The dengue virus doesn't care about my travel schedule, Dr. Fontenot."

He reacts to the title. His eyes sharpen. "Marisol told you."

"Your medical bag is visible through your front window. The caduceus on the side hasn't faded yet, which means you still look at it." I hold the door open. "Your call. But the Aedes aegypti breeding conditions in this village are textbook, and you know what that means for an unvaccinated community."

He stares at me for three full seconds. Then he walks in, sits down, and rolls up his sleeve without speaking. I administer the dose. As I apply the adhesive bandage, he says, quiet enough that Marisol can't hear: "Ask Shepherd what happened to the last nurse."

"I'm not a nurse."

"No. You're not." He leaves.

I write his words in my notebook. Not a medical notebook. The other one, the one with the black cover, the one where I keep track of things that aren't diagnoses but feel like symptoms.

At noon, I close the clinic and walk the village. Briar Cove from ground level is different from Briar Cove from The Stilthouse balcony. Smaller, more fragile, more obviously dependent on a single point of failure. The cistern sits behind the general store, a concrete cylinder the
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